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1) Coming out, Castration, and the  

Biopolitics of Parental Narcissism 

 
The culturally dominant scenario for the assertion and (aspired) recognition of gay 

difference involves a heterosexual parent and their gay child who “comes out” to 

them. In particular, the recognition of gay difference is negotiated as a challenge to 

the parent's love. Many critical-race analyses of homogenizing definitions of gay 

identity have persuasively critiqued the racial assumptions that come with taking 

coming out as a definitive marker for a unified gay experience.11 I seek to add to 

contribute to this collective critique by examining what it means that the most 

dramatic representations of coming-out scenes that circulate in popular culture tend to 

take place in the intimate family setting and pivot around the possibility of the loss of 

parental love. It is my contention that if one wants to understand the racial subtext of 

coming out tropes in particular and the imbrication of race and sexuality more 

generally, coming-out tropes needs to be studied together with the discursive 

production of the family.  

To be more specific, I present a multi-step argument that the narrative scene of 

coming out is tied to the affective regime of narcissistic parental love, where the 

parents’ social self is affirmed through fantasies about their child’s life, health, and 

happiness. Narcissistic parental love is characterized by Sigmund Freud as a parent’s 

love for his or her child as a better, happier, and more accomplished version of him- 

                                                
11 (See for example Ross; Meza and Mitchell; Jivraj and Jong) 
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or herself, where the self is figured in heteronormative terms.12 Narcissistic parental 

love, or short parental narcissism, however, is not only an individual affect but also a 

discursive trope that mediates different constituencies’ becoming a biopolitical 

subject, that is, a subject whose life and wellbeing are considered a political 

imperative. The figuration of gay identity through coming-out tropes that take 

parental narcissism as their unspoken background is then also a manifestation of 

biopolitics. 

Insisting on the link between coming-out tropes and parental narcissism is not 

to assert the parent-child relationship as a pre-political relationship and deny that 

coming-out tropes structure the imagination of gay ascension to citizenship.13 On the 

contrary, looking at the close relationship between coming-out discourse and 

narcissistic parental love is an opportunity to get a more robust understanding of the 

racial-sexual sociality that undergirds the space of social citizenship to which political 

and historical deployments of coming-out tropes lay claim. Sexuality and race shape 

social life not only as historically grown boundaries and exclusions but also as 

mediators of sociality.  

 I analyze the coming-out scenes in Julie Anne Peters’ novel Keeping You a 

Secret (2003). The novel is set in the United States and deals with a teenager first gay 

love and her rejection by her homophobic mother. The novel contains multiple 

coming-out scenes which are all animated by the tension between parental narcissism, 

                                                
12 (Freud, “On Narcissism”) 
13 Marlon Ross argues that a coming-our imagination, or a “closet paradigm,” as he terms it, 

structure the imaginary ascension of gay subjects to full citizenship. 
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which fantasizes a heterosexual future for the daughter, and the daughter’s gay 

identity. This tension is played out in a dramatic narrative that involves an assumption 

of sameness, the perception of loss, and the (failed) recognition of difference. The 

mother’s investment in her daughter’s heterosexuality is part of a fantasy that the 

daughter is virtually like herself. Narcissistic parental love and the implicit fantasy of 

sameness between parent and child set the stage for the drama of the gay child’s 

coming out. Parental narcissism therefore cannot be dismissed as inessential 

background, because the negotiation of gay difference takes place against the 

presumption of sameness, and this sameness is constituted by the fantasy of 

narcissistic parental love. 

To do justice to Peters’ nuanced representation of such experiences of 

sameness and difference, I had to think about them through another scene: Sigmund 

Freud’s scene of castration where a little boy reckons with the presumed castration of 

a little girl—a defining scene of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of sexual difference. 

Both Peters’ representation of a mother’s reaction to the information that her daughter 

is gay, and Freud’s representation of the boy’s reaction to the little girl’s presumed 

castration, make relatively strong claims to being realistic representations of 

cognitive-affective-psychic breakdown in the face of an unfathomable something that 

is then managed as a binarily sealed-off sexual difference. Peters reports that she 

received letters from young readers by the hundreds who found their lives “closely (…) 

paralleled” in the book (Peters 251). While the particular characters and concatenations of 

events are fictive, its account of coming out is socially resonant. As Freud’s theories 
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of castration are built in interaction with patients, from attentive observations that 

offered themselves to Freud in his family life, and appreciation of literary and visual 

culture, so too Peter’s novelistic account makes a reasonable claim to be a realistic 

representation of a common experience.  To recognize this is not to gloss over the 

ideological constraints that shape both of these attempts at realistic representations. 

On the contrary, their ability to move people, to resonate with their lives, and to make 

people assent to them only makes these constructions interesting as objects of 

ideological critique. Freud’s account of castration is particularly interesting because it 

complements the dramatic novelistic rendition of the castration scene with elaborate 

theoretical reflection. These theoretical reflections also carry over to Peters’ rendition 

of coming out. 

My argument combines not only different objects of analysis but also different 

scales, or different kinds of objects of analysis. Part I of this chapter, “Sameness, 

Loss, and Difference in Castration and Coming Out” is driven by an analysis of the 

figural, narrative, dynamic organization of the castration scene in Freud’s “The 

Infantile Organization of the Libido” and the coming-out scene in Peters’ Keeping 

You a Secret. I refer to my objects of study as scenes because they are highly 

dramatized representations of interpersonal encounters. Even though bound up in a 

longer narrative development, their climatic force congeals in an emblematized stand-

off of (mis)recognition between two bodies. My analysis is geared at unearthing the 

structural homology between the two narratively produced scenes of coming out and 

castration. These are an assumption of sameness, a perception of loss, and the 
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(aspired) recognition of sexual difference: these structure the coming-out scene and 

the castration scene. In the second part of this chapter, titled “Parental Narcissism,” I 

expose the structuring role of narcissistic parental love in both of the scenes. 

Part II of this chapter shifts scale from the textual analysis of the scenes itself 

to an analysis of the conditions that produces the resonance between the two scenes. 

The concept of narcissistic parental love around which part II is organized extends 

across these different scales of analysis. It is a direct component of Peters’ coming-

out scene, analyzable through a straightforward textual analysis. It is an indirect 

component of Freud’s castration scene, which becomes evident through a mode of 

reading that puts together unspoken connections between different strands of Freud’s 

oeuvre. 

Because the figural depiction of narcissistic parental love suggests that this 

affect is a particularly irresistible trigger for empathy. This turns narcissistic parental 

love into an object that can no longer be adequately studied in its narrative textual 

unfolding alone. To study the allegedly irresistible trigger of empathy that inheres in 

the affect of narcissistic parental love, I turn to a broader-scale analysis that draws 

from Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality and Tara Zahra’s and other scholarship 

on the history of nationality in Austria, which allows me to study the different 

channels of empathy (and their limits) that are historically made available through the 

shifting biopolitical deployment of the trope of narcissistic parental love. 

Parental narcissism, I argue, appears with a certain level of continuity in a 

variety of different constellations of historical forces. I will demonstrate this 
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exemplarily for two different such constellations: First, the cultivation of a bourgeois 

ethos in Freud’s personal life, and second, in the Austrian government’s move during 

the social near-collapse during World War One to bring nations into the state. The 

particular strength of parental narcissism as a category of analysis is that it has 

enough historical specificity to articulate the discourses of coming out, castration and 

binary sexual difference as part of a coherent historical paradigm without having to 

downplay the shifting social and political formations to which these discourses have 

contributed. 

 

Part I: Sameness, Loss, and Difference in Castration and Coming Out 

 

The Castration Scene 

I use the term castration scene to refer to a narrated scene in which a “little boy,” as 

the protagonist of Freud's narrative of castration, construes the perceived lack of a 

penis on a girl as the result of a castration. Variations of this scene are dispersed 

throughout Freud's work and other psychoanalytic writings. Freud's “The Infantile 

Genital Organization of the Libido” (1923) serves as my main text. By many 

standards this text is an unusual choice for reading Freud on “castration” because it 

represents a moment of Freud's theorizing in which “castration” has no relation to the 

Oedipus complex, another central invention of Freud's which I discuss in more detail 

in the next chapter. Only in “The Passing of the Oedipus Complex” (1924) did Freud 

propose a complex structural link between these major theoretical cornerstones of 
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classical psychoanalysis.14 While the link enabled many new psychoanalytic 

constructions, its proposition that the “castration complex” explained why a boy starts 

repressing his Oedipal love for his mother also created new incentives for Freud to 

elide the tension between the experience of an unsignifiable dissonance, also 

theorized in psychoanalysis as “loss,” “lack,” or “absence,” and the psychic-epistemic 

construct of “femaleness” as a way to impose meaning on the perceived cause of this 

dissonance. In “The Infantile Genital Organization of the Libido” (“Infantile”) 

however, this tension is more readily visible to the attentive reader. By paying 

attention to this tension it is possible to disrupt the gender-binaristic epistemology 

that thoroughly structures psychoanalysis. 

 To explain what it would mean to disrupt the gender-binaristic epistemology 

of psychoanalysis, I shall stage a comparison between common notions about the 

epistemic status of hetero/homosexual difference and male/female difference. Freud 

regularly critiqued the hypothesis that there is a stable truth of sexual identity 

connected to “sexual orientation” or, in his own idiom, gender of “object choice.” His 

insistence on the malleability and precariousness of sexual desire has made Freud a 

valuable theoretical resource for lesbian, queer, and gay theorists of desire. Teresa de 

Lauretis, Tim Dean, and others have demonstrated how Freudian theory can be used 

to argue that sexual desire is dynamic, complex, and multiple, and that an identity as 

“gay” or “heterosexual” can never do justice to the complexities of a subject's sexual 

                                                
14 For a succinct account of the shifts in Freud’s theorization of the Oedipus complex, 
primarily with regards to the positive, negative, and complete Oedipus complex, bisexuality, 
and identification see (Simon and Blass). 
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desire.15 In his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, Freud positions himself as 

“most decidedly opposed to any attempt at separating off homosexuals from the rest 

of mankind as a group of a special character” (SE 7: 145). He further writes that “all 

human beings are capable of making a homosexual object-choice and have in fact 

made one in their unconscious” (SE 7:145). Freud, then, offers a critique of the 

budding formation of heterosexual and homosexual identity as mutually exclusive 

identities. 

With his knowledge about “the differences between the sexes” however, Freud 

performs a belief in the truth of maleness and femaleness that is similar to an 

essentialist understanding of sexual identity. This is why, for Freud, the normative 

trajectory after the experience of the castration scene is to “recognize” the putative 

difference “between the sexes.” This is also why, as critical readers of Freud, we need 

to mark where Freud resorts to a common-sense notion of “the difference between the 

sexes” in order to fit the castration scene into a normative rite of passage to 

masculinity. Those moments that mark the contradiction between the experience of 

unsignifiable cognitive dissonance and this rite of passage are among the most 

interesting places in psychoanalysis for understanding the interrelated constructions 

of sexual difference and abjection. “Infantile” offers more such places than Freud’s 

other writings that also deal with castration. 

An important element of the narrative of castration in “Infantile” is that the 

                                                
15 (de Lauretis, Freud’s Drive: Psychoanalysis, Literature and Film; de Lauretis, The Practice 
of Love; Dean) 
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“little boy” and his “penis-lacking” sister or playmate are represented as being “like” 

one another in all matters except the penis. Freud does not explicitly theorize the 

significance of this likeness. He does not even use this trope when he first sets up the 

background to the castration scene. 

Der kleine Knabe nimmt sicherlich den Unterschied von Männern und 
Frauen wahr, aber er hat zunächst keinen Anlass, ihn mit einer 
Verschiedenheit ihrer Genitalien zusammenzubringen. Es ist ihm 
natürlich, ein ähnliches Genitale, wie er selbst besitzt, bei allen 
anderen Lebewesen, Menschen und Tieren, vorauszusetzen, ja wir 
wissen, dass er auch an unbelebten Dingen nach einem seinem Gliede 
analogen Gebilde forscht. (Freud, “Infantile Genitalorganisation” 295) 
 
The little boy certainly perceives the difference of men and women, 
but he has at first no need to connect it with a variation of their 
genitals. It is natural for him to presuppose a genital similar to his own 
among all other living beings, humans and animals; indeed, we know 
that even in inanimate things he looks for a formation analogous to his 
member. (Freud, “Infantile Genital” 143 translation modified)  

 

Soon Freud gets to the castration scene and introduces the word Ähnlichkeit, which 

means “likeness” or “resemblance.” 

Im Laufe dieser Untersuchungen gelangt das Kind zur Entdeckung, 
daß der Penis nicht ein Gemeingut aller ihm ähnlichen Wesen sei. Der 
zufällige Anblick der Genitalien einer kleinen Schwester oder 
Gespielin gibt hiezu den Anstoß (…). (Freud, “Infantile 
Genitalorganisation” 295) 

 
In the course of these researches the child arrives at the discovery that 
the penis is not a possession which is common to all creatures that are 
like himself. An accidental sight of the genitals of a little sister or 
playmate provides the occasion for this discovery (…). (“Infantile 
Genital” 143 modified) 

 

The little boy hence does research aimed at finding a penis in human and animal 

beings and even inanimate objects, but when Freud narrates how the frustration of the 

boy's research becomes psychically significant for him, he represents the research 
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object much more specifically as a creature like himself or a creature resembling 

himself (ein ihm ähnliches Wesen). While it is not clear what this “likeness” is about, 

Freud's representation of the scene that follows suggests how this “likeness” shapes 

the boy's psychic response. 

Es ist bekannt, wie sie auf die ersten Eindrücke des Penismangels 
reagieren. Sie leugnen diesen Mangel, glauben doch ein Glied zu 
sehen, beschönigen den Widerspruch zwischen Beobachtung und 
Vorurteil durch die Auskunft, es sei noch klein und werde erst wachsen 
und kommen dann langsam zu dem affektiv bedeutsamen Schluss, es 
sei doch wenigstens vorhanden gewesen und dann weggenommen 
worden. Der Penismangel wird als Ergebnis einer Kastration erfasst 
und das Kind steht nun vor der Aufgabe, sich mit der Beziehung des 
Kastration zu seiner eigenen Person auseinanderzusetzen. (“Infantile 
Genitalorganisation” 296) 
 
We know how children react to their first impression of the absence of 
a penis. They disavow the fact and believe that they do see a penis, all 
the same. They gloss over the contradiction between observation and 
preconception by telling themselves that the penis is still small and 
will grow bigger presently; and they then slowly come to the 
emotionally significant conclusion that after all the penis had at least 
been there before and been taken away afterwards. The lack of a penis 
is regarded as a result of castration, and so now the child is faced with 
the task of coming to terms with castration in relation to his own 
person. (“Infantile Genital” 143 modified) 

 
It takes a penisless creature that is like himself to face the child “with the task of 

coming to terms with castration in relation to his own person.” The logic of this 

narrative, as I read it, is that because she is like him, her penis is like his penis and her 

imagined castration settles him with the task of coming to term with his castration, or 

“the relation of castration to his own person.” The representation of the girl as like the 

boy is a structurally necessary part of the narrative in which a boy's construction of a 

sister or playmate as “lacking” a penis and as “castrated” makes him deal with his 
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own “castration.” 

It is this assumption of being “like” each other that constitutes the psychic 

need on the part of the “little boy” to construct the temporal theories about the girl's 

imagined penis as, at first, “not yet there,” and then “no longer there” or “castrated.” 

Samuel Weber emphasizes the psychic significance of such temporal imagination 

when he translates beschönigen (translated as “gloss over” in the quote above) as 

“temporize.” Weber puns that the boy's psyche “temporalizes to temporize” the 

unwanted impression.16  To temporize, in this usage, means to lessen the negative 

impact of something. Temporalizing the (absent) penis by imagining that there is still 

the promise of a future penis allows the boy to temporize, or gloss over, the absence 

of a penis. If the child “sees” a penis that will be there in the future, no matter how 

infinitely small “it” is at the moment, it effectively amounts to seeing a penis. This 

shows that the significance of the penis is bound up in what it promises for the future. 

Only when the fantasy of a penis-that-will-be shifts into a fantasy of a penis-that-

once-was-but-is-no-more, or “castration,” does the perception become psychically 

significant for the “little boy” in an acknowledgment that there is no penis.17  

 Weber's reading also insists that the boy's investment in the girl's being “like 

himself” is a structurally necessary part of Freud's narrative of castration. He reads 

the “likeness” as a reference to narcissism and writes: 

Freud's description of castration, in distinction to later views (such as 

                                                
16 (Weber, Legend of Freud 22–24) 
17 And even then, Weber suggests, the temporal fantasy built into the idea of castration, would 
serve as a mitigating factor that ultimately reaffirms the universality of the possession of the 
penis. 
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Lacan's and those following Lacan), never failed to emphasize its 
origin in narcissism. Only this could explain why the child should be 
incapable of “imagining a personality similar to the Ego without this 
essential component [the penis].” The narcissist structure of the ego 
forces him to it.” (Weber, Freudlegende 42 my translation)18 
 

 Weber's decision to read the likeness or similarity as an indicator of the work of 

narcissism reflects that there has to be a conception (however unspoken) of, and a 

libidinal investment in, the self when there is so much significance in the recognition 

of another as being like oneself or similar to oneself. 

To sum up, I have argued that the “likeness” of the figure of the girl to the 

male subject is a structurally decisive factor in the narrative. In addition, my reading 

of the castration scene has emphasized the construction of temporal theories to gloss 

over or “temporize” the psychic significance of the (would-be) observation of the 

girl’s “lack” of a penis. These constructions are spurred by a cognitive-affective 

configuration of a sameness or likeness that is integrated into the structure of the self. 

That sameness/likeness is not explicitly theorized by Freud with any specific social-

historical-symbolic content.   

It is also important to note that Freud's narrative of castration hinges on the 

assumption that the “little boy” does at first not associate genital difference with 

gender or sexual difference. If he did, a sister's or playmate's missing penis would not 

                                                
18 Weber quotes another article of Freud's, “On the Sexual Theories of Children” (1908), 
which however used the same trope of similarity or likeness as it sets the stage for the little 
boy's psychic construction of castration. See also (Weber, Legend of Freud especially 
footnote on p. 169). Freudlegende and The Legend of Freud engage similar ideas but are 
structured differently. They present as two drafts of an evolving intellectual project rather 
than as a direct translation. 
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have the described effect of forcing him to deal with the possibility of his own 

castration. Her femaleness would account for the difference between her “missing” 

penis and his (present) penis. Freud acknowledges the contradiction between 

castration and femaleness as alternative accounts for a “lack of a penis,” even though 

he neutralizes it through signs of temporal difference. In “The Infantile Genital 

Organization of the Libido” (1923), Freud wanders from the image of the penis-

lacking sister or playmate to the image of Medusa's head as a symbol of the boy's 

penis-“lacking” mother, but he interrupts this line of thought with this important 

caveat: 

Doch darf man nicht glauben, dass das Kind seine Beobachtung, 
manche weibliche Personen besitzen keinen Penis, so rasch und 
bereitwillig verallgemeinert; dem steht schon die Annahme, dass die 
Penislosigkeit die Folge der Kastration als einer Strafe sei, im Wege. 
Im Gegenteile, das Kind meint, nur unwürdige weiblicher Personen, 
die sich wahrscheinlich ähnlicher unerlaubter Regungen schuldig 
gemacht haben wie es selbst, hätten das Genitale eingebüßt. 
Respektierte Frauen aber wie die Mutter behalten den Penis noch 
lange. Weibsein fällt eben für das Kind noch nicht mit Penismangel 
zusammen. (“Infantile Genitalorganisation” 296–7)19  
 
One must not think, however, that the child generalizes the perception 
that some female people possess no penis so quickly and willingly; 
this is obstructed by the assumption that the penislessness is the result 
of a castration as punishment. On the contrary, the child imagines that 
only unworthy female persons have thus sacrificed their genital organ, 
such persons as have probably been guilty of the same forbidden 
impulses as he himself. Women who are respected, such as the mother, 
retain the penis long after this date. Being female simply does not yet 
coincide for the child with lack of penis. (“Infantile Genital” 144–5 
modified)20 
 

                                                
19 The “unerlaubte Regungen” refer to masturbation. 
20 The “forbidden impulses” refer to masturbation. 
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Freud starts with temporal difference (the child does not generalize so quickly and 

readily), he ends with temporal difference (being female does not yet coincide with 

lack of penis). Sandwiched between these indicators of temporal difference, Freud 

spells out a contradiction that cannot be resolved by time: a contradiction between 

two alternative accounts of penislessness: castration-as-punishment (the assumption 

that the penislessness is the result of a castration as punishment) and being-female or 

being Weib (the generalization that “being female” coincides with lack of penis). 

 The relationship between femaleness/femininity (Weiblichkeit) and “being 

Weib” (Weibsein) is ambivalent, and cross-cut with contradictions between the 

categories Weib—a historically very prevalent but nevertheless vulgar term for a 

female person—and “women who are respected.” On the one hand, Freud clearly uses 

the term Weib as a generic category that includes respected women. The imagined 

penis of the respected woman prevents the generalization that “lack of penis” 

coincides with being Weib; thus the respectable woman is presented as an 

indispensable part of the overarching generalization “being Weib.” This is the “being 

Weib” that slides into the idea of Weiblichkeit (femaleness/femininity) as an all-

encompassing category based on an imagined identity of a sexed body. On the other 

hand, Weib has a vulgar quality that makes it antithetical to the construct of 

“respectable women.” This vulgar term makes the thought of theorizing her as a 

subject very difficult. Psychoanalytic theories of Weiblichkeit inevitably coalesce 

around the image of the “respectable woman.”  

 To highlight the chasm between “castration” and “femaleness,” one can also 
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ask rhetorically: why would the boy's discovery of a sister's or playmate's “lack of 

penis” reflect on his fantasy-knowledge about his mother's penis any more than it 

would reflect on his fantasy-knowledge about any other person's penis—regardless  

of their gender—if, as Freud put it earlier in “The Infantile Genital Organization of 

The Libido” (1923), “[t]he little boy certainly perceives the difference of men and 

women, but he has at first no need to connect it with a variation of their genitals”? 

Freud says “at first” but contrary to idiomatic narrative convention, there is no “but 

then” that follows. The story of “but then” is never told because it has always already 

been told. It is bracketed just long enough to tell the story of castration, and it remains 

bracketed throughout “Infantile” to the extent that Freud says “not yet” as soon as he 

elides the difference between the (missing) penis of a girl and the (missing) penis of 

the mother or a generic Weib. But its suspension is not genuine enough to enable 

Freud to present the equation of “lack of penis” with “being Weib” as a contingent 

psychic construct. 

 In a footnote, however, Freud offers a glimpse of acknowledgment that this 

equation is not inevitable. 

Aus der Analyse einer jungen Frau erfuhr ich, daß sie, die keinen Vater 
und mehrere Tanten hatte, bis weit in die Latenzzeit an dem Penis der 
Mutter und einiger Tanten festhielt. Eine schwachsinnige Tante aber 
hielt sie für kastriert, wie sie sich selbst empfand. (“Infantile 
Genitalorganisation” 297) 
 
I learnt from the analysis of a young married21 woman who had no 

                                                
21 Note how Strachey translates “junge Frau,” as “young married woman” even though it does 
not explicitly contain the information that she would have been married. Strachey’s 
translation takes this information to be implied in the category “Frau” (woman, also the 
equivalent of the English “Mrs.”). 
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father but several aunts that she clung, until quite far on in the latency 
period, to the belief that her mother and her aunts had a penis. One of 
her aunts, however, was feeble-minded; and she regarded this aunt as 
castrated, like she felt herself to be. (“Infantile Genital” 145) 

 
Freud did not use this footnote as a springboard for further theorizing. The 

appearance of feeblemindedness is only a stumbling block, a sidenote that 

exemplifies and illustrates the “not yet” status of the psychic equation between 

penislessness and femaleness but leads nowhere. I emphasize this stumbling block, 

both as a way to flag the field of disability as a category that is imbued in Freud’s 

normative account of binary male/female difference, and to highlight the non-identity 

between an unsettling construction of loss (no penis, “castration”) that is not (yet) 

structured by any discourse of socially meaningful difference (such as “femaleness,” 

“feeblemindedness”) and the management of this “loss” by subsuming (and 

neutralizing) it into an account of a binarily organized “sexual” difference.  

To understand the construction of an overarching unified concept of 

“femaleness” in contradistinction from that of “castration,” I have found a useful 

resource in Freud’s theorization of the fetish. While the concept of the fetish merits its 

own critical genealogy within psychoanalysis and beyond, I shall here work with it 

simply as a theoretical tool that can help make sense, not just of the non-normative 

cultivation of what is usually understood as sexual “fetishes,” but also of the 

normative construction of sexual difference itself. 22 A body's “being female” 

(Weibsein) or femaleness/femininity (Weiblichkeit) could be understood as a fetish, 

                                                
22 For important contributions to a critical genealogy of the fetish in psychoanalysis and 
beyond, see (Apter; McClintock). 
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following Sigmund Freud's theorization of the fetish as a “substitute for the missing 

penis of the “Weib (mother).”  

Freud's “Fetishism” (1927) serves in a way as a counterpart to “The Infantile 

Genital Organization of the Libido” (1923). While I used the latter article to approach 

castration through the scene of an encounter between a little boy and a sister or 

playmate, “Fetishism” casts the scene of castration as an encounter of a male subject 

(no variation here) with a Weib and/or “mother.” This difference could be said to be 

insignificant, because the Weib or mother and the sister or playmate merely represent 

one identical figure in Freud's identical narrative of “castration.” This would seem 

borne out in the following passage from “Fetishism”: 

Nein, das kann nicht wahr sein, denn wenn das Weib kastriert ist, ist 
sein eigener Penisbesitz bedroht, und dagegen sträubt sich das Stück 
Narzissmus, mit dem die Natur vorsorglich gerade dieses Organ 
ausgestattet hat. (“Fetischismus” 312) 
 
No, that could not be true: for if a Weib had been castrated, then his 
own possession of a penis was in danger; and against that there rose in 
rebellion the portion of his narcissism which Nature has, as a 
precaution, attached to that particular organ. (“Fetishism” 153 
modified) 

 
The curious construction of Nature’s agency aside, the logic propelling the psychic 

process described here is the same logic of narcissistic identification that undergirds 

the castration scene in “Infantile,” where “castration” makes its appearance in the 

male subject's encounter with a sister or playmate. 

 However, whereas Freud described the little sister or playmate as a creature 

that is “like himself” or “similar to himself” in “Infantile,” Freud puts no effort into 

making the logic of narcissistic identification plausible in “Fetishism.” With rather 
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contrary effects, he plasters “Fetishism” with the vulgar term Weib. With the 

exception of a single use of the term “mother,” Freud's only word to refer to a female 

person in this seven-page-long article is Weib. At times the term Weib is used three or 

four times in relatively brief succession over the course of half a page, like an 

incantation. For example:  

Es ist nicht richtig, daß das Kind sich nach seiner Beobachtung am 
Weibe den Glauben an den Phallus des Weibes unverändert gerettet 
hat. Es hat ihn bewahrt, aber auch aufgegeben; im Konflikt zwischen 
dem Gewicht der unerwünschten Wahrnehmung und der Stärke des 
Gegenwunsches ist es zu einem Kompromiß gekommen, wie es nur 
unter der Herrschaft der unbewußten Denkgesetze — der 
Primärvorgänge — möglich ist. Ja, das Weib hat im Psychischen 
dennoch einen Penis, aber dieser Penis ist nicht mehr dasselbe, das er 
früher war. (Freud, “Fetischismus” 313) 
 
It is not true that, after the child has made his observation of the Weib, 
he has preserved unaltered his belief in the phallus of the Weib. He has 
retained that belief, but he has also given it up. In the conflict between 
the weight of the unwelcome perception and the force of his counter-
wish, a compromise has been reached as it is only possible under the 
dominance of the laws of unconscious thought—the primary 
processes. Yes, psychically the Weib has got a penis, in spite of 
everything; but this penis is no longer the same as it was before. 
(“Fetishism” 154) 
 

The repetition of this vulgar term does the opposite of representing the assumption 

that the Weib is a creature similar to the boy's self. It rather elicits as an objection: 

“No, [the little boy’s] own possession of a penis is not threatened, because she is a 

Weib and he is not!” Freud's insistence in “Infantile” that “being Weib simply does 

not yet coincide for the child with lack of penis” is nowhere to be detected in 

“Fetishism.”23 

                                                
23  The two articles are separated by the article “The Passing of the Oedipus Complex” and 
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 One can comprehend the work of being female, Weibsein, through the logic of 

fetishism itself: “Being female” is the fetish that substitutes for the “missing penis.” 

One may object that it is a characteristic of the “fetishist,” as he is theorized by Freud, 

that he does not properly recognize the sexual difference between male and female, 

but Freud's writings suggest otherwise. In “The Splitting of the Ego in the Process of 

Defence” (1938/1940), he explains the logic of a displacement of value in the psychic 

creation of a fetish: 

The boy did not simply contradict his perceptions and hallucinate a 
penis where there was none to be seen; he effected no more than a 
displacement of value—he transferred the importance of the penis to 
another part of the body (…). (“Splitting” 277) 
 

As he elaborates, he makes clear that such a displacement implies the recognition of 

male/female difference: “This displacement, it is true, related only to the female 

body; as regards his own penis nothing was changed” (277). This statement implies 

logically that the “fetishist” recognizes females as different. My proposed reading of 

                                                
with it the theories of castration and the Oedipus complex got joined together. (Sigmund 
Freud, “The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex” (1924) in S.E. XIX.“Der Untergang des 
Ödipuskomplexes,” Gesammelte Werke V. XIII.) For a male subject, Freud argues there, the 
castration complex puts an end to the Oedipus complex: “So far [the male child] had had no 
occasion for doubt about women's penis. But now his acceptance of the possibility of 
castration, his recognition that the female is castrated, made an end to both possible ways of 
obtaining satisfaction from the Oedipus complex. For both of them entail the loss of his penis 
– the masculine one as a resulting punishment and the feminine one as a precondition” (176). 
The way these two theories get joined together requires the management of the contradiction 
between the generalization that penislessness equals femaleness and the simultaneous 
disavowal of that generalization that is presupposed by the construction that penislessness is 
the result of a castration (as punishment)  that could be inflicted on the male subject as well. 
In the quoted passage the discrepancy between these assessments of penislessness is managed 
through a simple paraphrase. The child’s “acceptance of the possibility of castration” is 
paraphrased as “his recognition that the female is castrated” as if these are the same. Yet the 
fact that Freud needed to paraphrase in order to have both scenarios covered also reveals that 
they are not already identical. 
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“being female” as a fetish is hence not out of line with Freud's own theorization of 

“fetishism.” The construct that she is female negates and preserves the construct that 

she is castrated and thereby serves the same function as a “fetish”: to effect “a 

displacement of value” where “the importance of the penis [is transferred] to another 

part of the body:” namely to the body's femaleness (277). 

Without explicitly thinking in terms of the logic of fetishism, Sarah Kofman 

suggests a similar reading, drawing on Freud's construct “penis envy.” Freud 

theorizes penis envy as important to female sexual development. In a symptomatic 

reading that treats the scene of Freud theorizing about “woman” as equivalent to the 

scene of a little boy coming to terms with “woman's genitals,” Kofman proposes to 

read “penis envy” as a construction that the little boy's psyche locates in a woman's 

body.24 It is, she suggests, “as if 'penis envy' restored woman's value as sexual object 

by exhibiting—negatively, as it were—man's still intact and complete sexuality” 

(Kofman 85). 

 Such a symptomatic reading is plausible because Freud often describes his 

theories about femaleness in terms similar to the description of female genitals: 

incomplete, insufficient, not beautiful.25 My theorization of being-female as fetish is 

quite similar to Kofman's theorization of penis-envy because we both reckon with a 

psychic construction of female difference as something that is of value to the male 

                                                
24 Kofman does not pay much attention to the difference between “woman” and “girl.” 
25 Mary Jacobus shows this for Freud's “The Taboo Of Virginity” (Jacobus). Another article 
with remarkable imagery of phallic completeness and lack to describe his theories of male 
and female sexual development is Freud's “The Passing of The Oedipus Complex” (1924). 
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subject and that he locates in the female body. For Kofman, this is “penis envy.” I am 

proposing that a more generic theory of “being female” can be built on this logic. In 

my reading the construct that she is a Weib dialectically negates and preserves the 

construct that she is castrated (or that everybody has a penis) and thereby serves the 

same function as a “fetish”: it effects “a displacement of value” where “the 

importance of the penis [is transferred] to another part of the body,” namely to the 

body's “being Weib,” its being-female, which is not a body part in the anatomical 

sense but rather a fantasmatic essence that is imagined to diffusely permeate the 

whole body. 

 I have thus argued that the castration scene be understood as an account of a 

psychic or affective-cognitive dissonance in the subject of a “little boy.” The boy 

subject’s attempt to not see the absence or loss of the penis in a girl is an affective 

struggle that involves this subject so heavily because there is an understanding that 

the girl is like him. This spurs the formation of temporalizing fantasies to “temporize” 

the sight of the unfathomable absence. The generalization that all females do not 

possess a penis stands in contradiction to the boy’s experience of “absence” in the 

castration scene. Even though Freud does not pay attention to this moment, 

presumably because of an a priori investment in a binary gender order, the adoption 

by the boy of the belief that all females don’t have penises must logically work to 

undo, at least partially, the perception of “absence.” This work of undoing can be 

theorized through Freud’s concept of the fetish, along the lines that a body’s 

“femaleness,” a fantasmatic identity that is ascribed to it, serves the male subject as 
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its normative resolution to what would otherwise be the perception of loss. 

 Is the much-emphasized “likeness” between the boy and the girl a hint that 

their relationship is structured by the assumption of racial sameness? All of 

psychoanalysis is bound up in a racial framework, evident not least by Freud’s 

treatment of “primitives” as a completely separate category of people that stands in 

opposition to the categories of “child,” “Weiblichkeit” (femaleness/femininity), men 

and women, boy and girl, etc. All these seemingly unmarked categories are therefore 

implicitly produced as European. But I am reading the castration scene as a 

constellation of meanings, narrative arches, tensions, and energies that don’t firmly 

inhere only in the particular personages that populate Freud’s castration scene but 

instead, for instance, reappears in the coming-out scene, as I will discuss next. I am 

therefore asking to what extent we can understand the role of racial sameness and/or 

difference to inhere in this constellation itself (as opposed to the larger theoretical 

framework that creates the personages for it.) This distinction is a distinction of 

emphasis, not of absolute difference. 

 So far I have not been able to gain a deeper understanding of how race 

structures the constellation of the castration scene. We are however able to gain a 

better understanding if we stop looking at the castration scene in isolation and as a 

unique event and instead start thinking about its relationship to the scene of gay 

coming out. The following sub-section analyzes coming-out scenes from in Julie 

Anne Peters’ lesbian young adult-novel Keeping You a Secret. It starts by highlighting 

the structural similarities between this coming-out scene and the castration scene—
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notably the tension stemming from the representational discrepancy between loss and 

difference, the description of the two main subjects as “like” one another, and the 

resort to temporalize to temporize. From there I move to theorize the relationship of 

castration and coming out scenes to parental narcissism, biopolitics, and race. 

 

The Coming-out Scene 

Keeping You A Secret is a novel set in the United States. Its teenaged protagonist 

Holland is president of her high-school student council and is dating the good-looking 

Seth. Her school's career advisor and her mother expect her to compete for admission 

to some of the nation’s best colleges. Then Holland falls in love with a girl named 

Cece, enters a relationship with her, begins to self-identify as gay, and negotiates her 

new place in the world after her disapproving mother throws her out of the house. All 

main characters are ostensibly racially unmarked and implicitly characterized as 

white.26 Holland’s family appears lower-middle-class to middle-class and Cece’s 

family’s class is also somewhere in the middle-class spectrum.  

Because Holland initially conceals her new gay life from her mother, the 

coming-out encounter ensues when the mother, after being tipped off, confronts her 

daughter, who then admits that she is gay. This initial confrontation is dominated by 

the mother’s physical attack of her daughter. Verbal exchange is limited but includes 

                                                
26 An accumulation of cultural references (such as a stepsister’s participation in Goth culture) 
in their totality contribute to a characterization of the novel’s cast and setting as white and 
white-dominated, respectively, which is reinforced by the seeming insignificance of race to 
all of the main character’s relationships. 
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the mother’s yells, “I didn't raise you to be a lesbian!” The confrontation ends with 

the mother throwing Holland out of the house. Several weeks later, Holland and her 

mother meet again for the first time and attempt another conversation. 

“I promised myself I'd never do to you that my parents did to me. That 
I'd love you no matter what. But this –” Mom raised her head and met 
my eyes. “I won't let you throw your life away on that girl.” 
 A burning sensation streaked through my gut. “Her name is 
Cece. And what makes you think –” 
 “Let me finish,” Mom interrupted. “You have so much talent. 
So much potential. I'd like to believe I had something to do with that. 
You can do anything you want, Holland. You have your whole life 
ahead of you.” 
 “Yeah, I do,” I said. “With Cece in it.” 
 Mom exhaled irritation. (Peters 243) 
 

In this scene the mother equates her daughter's lesbian relationship with the negation 

of her life. Holland insists that her relationship can be part of her “life.” But for the 

mother her daughter’s gayness only registers in terms of negation or loss: of life, of 

talent, of potential, even of “being able to do anything [she] want[s].” We see here, 

embodied in the two figures of Holland and her mother, two poles of a 

representational battle that is very similar to the representational discrepancy between 

“castration” or the perceived “absence” or “loss” of a penis and the “recognition” of 

femaleness in Freud’s castration scene. The castration scene manages the discrepancy 

between castration and femaleness through a narrative of temporal development (even 

as Freud renders the narrative blurry): the initial absence of a concept of female 

difference sets the stage for the experience of loss and thoughts of castration, which 

eventually settles into a fetish-like “recognition” of femaleness, if everything follows 

the normative path. Even though Peters’ scene stages the two poles in direct 
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confrontation, each represented by a different figure, there is nevertheless an 

unspoken overarching understanding that the daughter speaks the truth and that in 

order for there to be a solution to the conflict, the mother will have to come around 

and acknowledge or “accept” her daughter’s being gay.  

 We can also observe the representational battle between loss and difference 

very pointedly in the subsequent exchange: The mother pleads: “I know you, Holland. 

You're not ... that way” (243). Countering the mother's negation and the negative 

connotations of the designation “that way,” Holland, the novel's sympathetic voice, 

counters that she is gay. “Yes, Mother, I am. I’m gay” (243). Holland’s framework is 

backed up by the novel as a whole, by the coming-out genre which knows that despite 

the mother’s refusal or inability to accept Holland’s sexual identity, Holland speaks 

the truth, and that she is gay rather than “not ... that way.”  The ellipsis between “not” 

and “that way” underscores that the mother is at a loss for words to describe what her 

daughter is not. “Not” and “that way” are thus not simply operating by their 

grammatical logical connection where “not” negates “that way.” “Not” and “that 

way” are reinforcing each other as expressions of the mother’s attempts to ward off 

the idea that is pushed to the horizon of her consciousness. The daughter accordingly 

objects with two emphases: one on the word “am” and another on “gay.”  

 In addition to the representational battle between a construct of loss and 

difference, another feature of Peters’ coming-out scene that I have previously 

highlighted in Freud’s castration scene lies in the mother’s resort to temporize the 

daughter’s deviance by temporalizing it. Akin to Freud’s little boy, who theorizes that 
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the girl’s penis will still grow, Holland’s mother comes up with this: “I suppose it's 

some kind of phase you're going through, or an identity crisis. I don't know. It never 

happened to me” (243). The mother resorts to the construct that her daughter's 

(heterosexually-coded) “life” is still going to arrive, that it is merely deferred. After 

the daughter’s declaration that she is gay, the mother screams: “She did this to you!” 

(243). “I don't know what she did, but I told her mother to keep her sick daughter 

away from you” (243). “This” is of course a rather generic signifier, but as the mother 

presents it as something that was “done” to her daughter, it again insists on a 

framework where the daughter’s gay identity appears as nothing but negation and loss 

akin to an injury – mentionable if at all only as “this.” Here Holland’s mother still 

follows the trajectory of Freud’s little boy who also shifts from a construct of “not 

yet” to a construct of “no longer” in his assessment of the girl’s expected penis, where 

the construction of “no longer” finally coincides with the construction of “castration.”  

 One can also detect a prior assumption of a likeness in the utterances of Cece’s 

mother, for instance in her comment that I quoted above: “It never happened to me.” 

But in the detailed articulation of this “alikeness,” the coming-out scene begins to 

diverge from the castration scene, because the assumption of alikeness is quite tightly 

embedded in the parent-child relationship and in the proprietary claim that the parent 

derives from this relationship. The exclamation “I didn’t raise you to be a lesbian” 

performs such a proprietary claim, and so does the interjection “I’d like to believe I 

had something to do with that” in the midst of the praise for the daughter’s talents, 

potential, and limitless possibilities. The claim, “I promised myself to never do to you 
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what my parents did to me, that I’d love you no matter what” also leaves no doubt 

that the specific set-up of mother-daughter love is an important reference point for the 

mother’s experience of her daughter’s gayness. When the mother ventures that it 

might be a phase, her comment “I don't know. It never happened to me” furthermore 

spells out how the daughter’s identity immediately impacts the mother’s own identity. 

While in the castration scene the “likeness” of the sexually different subject is 

presented as the likeness of a peer, as it is in Ross’ elaboration on the encounter 

between the sexologist and the homosexual, Peters’ coming-out encounter between 

mother and daughter incorporates a strong assumption of sameness on the part of the 

maternal subject but mediates this assumption of sameness through a specifically 

maternal claim on her daughter’s life.   

 We have an opportunity to think through this specifically maternal and 

parental claim on the child with an additional passage from Peters’ novel: an utterance 

by the mother of Holland’s girlfriend Cece. Cece’s mother is “accepting” of her 

daughter's gayness and she agrees to temporarily let Holland stay at their house after 

Holland’s eviction. Despite ostensibly wanting to offer consolation and support to 

Holland, Cece’s mother nevertheless takes the news of Holland’s eviction as an 

occasion to share her own latent disappointment in her daughter’s sexual identity.  

I want her to be happy. That's all Tom and I ever wanted for our kids. I 
am sure your mother feels the same way, Holland. We want so much 
for our kids to grow up and have things we never had. We have high 
hopes for you. Expectations, dreams. Then, something like this. (190) 
 

That also the “accepting” mother engages in a statement like this demonstrates that 

the two poles between loss and difference are not absolute oppositions but have much 
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potential for overlap and simultaneity. Even though Cece’s mother “accepts” that her 

daughter is gay, even though she thus seems to have moved to the level of 

“accepting” sexual difference rather than holding on to the construction of loss, all it 

takes is the news of another disappointed parent to reactivate the feeling of loss (of 

happiness, expectations, dreams) in the face of “something like this.” 

The “expectations, dreams” and the wish for nothing but the child’s happiness 

form a continuity with Holland’s mother’s fantasies of life, talents, potential, and 

limitless possibilities. As Sara Ahmed notes in The Promise of Happiness, 

wanting the happiness of a loved one often hesitates with the signifier 
“just”. “I just want you to be happy.” What does it mean to want “just” 
happiness? What does it mean for a parent to say this to a child? The 
“just” might reveal something: as if wanting happiness is not to want 
other things that might demand more from the child. In a way, the 
desire for the child's happiness seems to offer a certain kind of 
freedom, as if to say: “I don't want you to be this, or to do that; I just 
want you to be or to do ‘whatever’ makes you happy.” (92) 
 

Ahmed, who also discusses these utterances in the context of parental disappointment 

or at least ambivalence at their child’s homosexuality, articulates a red thread between 

the desire for “just happiness” and the comment that the daughter can do “anything” 

or “whatever” she wants (in the statements of Cece’s mother, Holland’s mother, and 

the hypothetical parent in Ahmed’s reflection, respectively). All of these seemingly 

open-ended wishes are predicated or at least primarily associated with 

heterosexuality.27  

                                                
27 As Ahmed’s subsequent discussion underscores, the phrase “I just want x to be happy” can 
embody ambiguity with regards to the child’s gay identity, offering acceptance that is 
conditional on the child’s happiness. While it thus does not construct the antagonism between 
gay identity and happiness as absolute, it nevertheless asserts an ideal of happiness that is in 
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 The utterances of Holland’s and Cece’s mothers are also linked by how they 

express disappointment in the “loss” of their only seemingly completely open-ended 

desires for their children. Cece’s mother’s phrase “something like this” smoothly 

extends the utterances of “this” and “that way” with which Holland’s mother too 

gives names to what appears to her only as loss, absence, and negation. 

 Cece’s mother’s statement deploys the particular trope of maternal and 

parental love in a way that mediates a sociality that extends beyond specific parent-

child relationships. Consider how this plays out: The mother starts with a statement 

about her desire for her daughter. "I want her to be happy." Then she gradually 

assimilates more people into her desire, starting with her other children and 

presumably her husband and father of the children. "That's all Tom and I ever wanted 

for our kids.” Then she extends the reach of parental narcissism to include Holland 

and her mother: “I'm sure your mother feels the same way, Holland." In the end, the 

various parental figures and the various child figures are all merged into one 

exemplary parental subject and one exemplary child fantasy: “We have high hopes for 

you.” Even though all she knows about Holland's mother is that she just put her gay 

daughter on the street, she thinks of her and herself as one collective subject, a subject 

that is mediated through a the collectivized fantasy that is articulated in a particular 

trope of parental love.28 

                                                
tension with gay identity and imposes the burden to proof that gay people can be happy on 
the child. As in the case of Cece’s mother, it serves as a perfect screen for ambivalence about 
the child’s gay identity. 
28 This easily triggered empathy with a parent about whom the empathizing person knows 
nothing but that he or she has just inflicted harm on his or her child for reasons related to the 
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 This effectiveness of this particular parental affect in demanding empathy and 

identification is remarkable. At least in the coming-out scene in Peters, it constitutes 

the relationship between mother and daughter as one of “likeness,” but by being 

clearly entangled in a larger discourse of sociality, we have a useful starting point for 

trying to grasp the social meaning of this “likeness” including potentially its 

relationship to race and class. The following analysis speaks to the coming-out scene 

in Peters specifically, but subsequently it will also link us back to the castration scene. 

 

Part II Narcissistic Parental Love 

 

Lauren Berlant (1997) argues that the seemingly non-political, privatized, and 

intimate sphere of family life has been the terrain where membership in the national 

collective of the U.S. has been imagined since Reagon. The desire for one's children 

to be happy is one of the most sanctioned rhetorics of morality in the contemporary 

U.S. When Cece's mother states that her wish for her daughter's happiness is “all” she 

and her husband ever wanted for her children, the “that's all” does not so much 

suggest that it is a very limited wish as it reflects the entitlement that comes from 

knowing that one's desire is normative and sanctioned. It insists on a certain 

narcissistic consolation—by demanding moral vindication for one’s desires—at the 

moment of reckoning with the disappointment of not getting what one desired. As 

                                                
child’s sexual identity once again demonstrates an affinity between the discourse of sexuality 
and disability. Disability activists have long decried the automatic outpouring in the media of 
public empathy for parents who murder their disabled children.  
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Berlant suggests, a statement such as “I want her to be happy. That's all [we] ever 

wanted for our kids” is not only a renunciation of any more overtly political desires, 

but also the prototypical way of performing oneself as a worthy moral subject of the 

national citizenry. 

 Berlant persuasively theorizes the (post-)Reagonite moment of intimate 

citizenship as a response to the radical movements of the 1960s. This is a reminder 

that U.S. representations of gay identity in the post-Reagon era are specific to a geo-

historical national moment. However, there are also important continuities in the way 

intimate, “national” and state matters have been intertwined, not only in the (post-

)Reagonite United States, but also in a transnationally formed racial modernity. While 

the representation of intimate feelings of parents towards their children assumes a 

distinct significance in Reagonite America, it is at least worth asking if these 

representations are in fact part of a geographically and temporally larger episteme. 

The resonance and continuity between the narratives of Freudian psychoanalysis from 

early twentieth-century Austria with the contemporary coming-out discourse as 

exemplified by Peters’ novel have animated the inquiry in this chapter so far. What is 

at stake is the question of whether the particular rhetoric of parental affect, as we see 

it in Peters, forms part of Freud’s scene of a little boy’s “discovery” of the 

“castration” of a little girl as well. Or is the specific discourse of parental love, as we 

find it in Peters, precisely a differentiating feature between these scenes that weakens 

my claim about the inherent interrelatedness? 

Some observations would seem to affirm the latter question and deny the 
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former. The boy/girl setup of Freud’s castration scene may invoke the domestic, 

familial sphere, but their relationship is nevertheless quite distinct from any tropes of 

parental love as we have seen them in Peters. If anything, Freud’s later writings 

increasingly argue that the boy-girl encounter is only a stand-in for an encounter 

between a boy and his mother, but with the boy as the subject who experiences a 

cognitive/affective/psychic breakdown, not the mother. All this could suggest that the 

particular tropes of parental love are germane to the twenty-first-century coming-out 

scene. However, the following considerations complicate this quick conclusion and 

support the argument that the particular figuration of parental affect that we have seen 

in Peters ties the coming-out scene closer to the castration scene. 

In a somewhat ad hoc passage at the end of the second part of his famous 

essay “On Narcissism: An Introduction” (1914), Freud offers a theorization of 

narcissistic parental love that approximates the maternal affect that we have seen in 

Peters. Freud basically proposes that a parent's love for his or her child, notably a 

child of the same gender, is love and expectation of a better, happier, and more 

accomplished version of him- or herself.29  

Wenn man die Einstellung zärtlicher Eltern gegen ihre Kinder ins 
Auge faßt, muß man sie als Wiederaufleben und Reproduktion des 
eigenen, längst aufgegebenen Narzißmus erkennen. Das gute 
Kennzeichen der Überschätzung, welches wir als narzißtisches Stigma 
schon bei der Objektwahl gewürdigt haben, beherrscht, wie allbekannt, 
diese Gefühlsbeziehung. So besteht ein Zwang, dem Kinde alle 

                                                
29 Lee Edelman articulates his own critique of a contemporary paradigm of the child’s 
“reproductive futurism,” investment in a futurity that is always already modeled upon the 
past. Edelman’s argument however is intellectually and politically opposed to studying how 
race permeates theoretical concepts, political structures and subjectivities (Edelman 157–8 fn. 
19). For a critique that includes a generous reading, see (Smith). 
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Vollkommenheiten zuzusprechen, wozu nüchterne Beobachtung 
keinen Anlaß fände, und alle seine Mängel zu verdecken und zu 
vergessen, womit ja die Verleugnung der kindlichen Sexualität im 
Zusammenhange steht. Es besteht aber auch die Neigung, alle 
kulturellen Erwerbungen, deren Anerkennung man seinem Narzißmus 
abgezwungen hat, vor dem Kinde zu suspendieren und die Ansprüche 
auf längst aufgegebene Vorrechte bei ihm zu erneuern. Das Kind soll 
es besser haben als seine Eltern, es soll den Notwendigkeiten, die man 
als im Leben herrschend erkannt hat, nicht unterworfen sein. 
Krankheit, Tod, Verzicht auf Genuß, Einschränkung des eigenen 
Willens sollen für das Kind nicht gelten, die Gesetze der Natur wie der 
Gesellschaft vor ihm haltmachen, es soll wirklich wieder Mittelpunkt 
und Kern der Schöpfung sein. His Majesty the Baby, wie man sich 
einst selbst dünkte. Es soll die unausgeführten Wunschträume der 
Eltern erfüllen, ein großer Mann und Held werden an Stelle des Vaters, 
einen Prinzen zum Gemahl bekommen zur späten Entschädigung der 
Mutter. Der heikelste Punkt des narzißtischen Systems, die von der 
Realität hart bedrängte Unsterblichkeit des Ichs, hat ihre Sicherung in 
der Zuflucht zum Kinde gewonnen. Die rührende, im Grunde so 
kindliche Elternliebe ist nichts anderes als der wiedergeborene 
Narzißmus der Eltern, der in seiner Umwandlung zur Objektliebe sein 
einstiges Wesen unverkennbar offenbart. (Freud, “Narzißmus” 157–
158) 
 
If we look at the attitude of affectionate parents towards their children, 
we have to recognize that it is a revival and reproduction of their own 
narcissism, which they have long since abandoned. The trustworthy 
pointer constituted by overvaluation, which we have already 
recognized as a narcissistic stigma in the case of object-choice, 
dominates, as we all know, their emotional attitude. Thus they are 
under a compulsion to ascribe every perfection to the child—which 
sober observation would find no occasion to do—and to conceal and 
forget all his shortcomings. (Incidentally, the denial of sexuality in 
children is connected with this.) Moreover, they are inclined to 
suspend in the child's favor the operation of all the cultural 
acquisitions which their own narcissism has been forced to respect, 
and to renew on his behalf the claims to privileges which were long 
ago given up by themselves. The child shall have a better time than his 
parents; he shall not be subject to the necessities which they have 
recognized as paramount in life. Illness, death, renunciation of 
enjoyment, restrictions on his own will, shall not touch him; the laws 
of nature and of society shall be abrogated in his favour; he shall once 
more really be the centre and core of creation—'His Majesty the Baby', 
as we once fancied ourselves. The child shall fulfill those wishful 
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dreams of the parents which they never carried out—the boy shall 
become a great man and a hero in his father's place, and he girl shall 
marry a prince as a tardy compensation for the mother. At the most 
touchy point in the narcissistic system, the immortality of the ego, 
which is so hard pressed by reality, security is achieved by taking 
refuge in the child. Parental love, which is so moving and at bottom so 
childish, is nothing but the parents’ narcissism born again, which, 
transformed into object-love, unmistakably reveals its former nature. 
(Freud, “On Narcissism” 90–1) 
 

With some minor differences, this characterization of narcissistic parental love, 

published in 1914, is quite in line with the rendition of parental (especially maternal) 

love in Peters’ 2003 novel and offers an analysis of the latter. What stands out is an 

intense investment in the child’s “life” which is figured through a future-directed 

fantasy. Claims about the child’s limitless opportunities furthermore coincide with 

gendered and, in the case of the girl, heterosexualized, fantasies of becoming a hero 

and great man, or marrying a prince, respectively.  

 One should not be misled by the pronoun “he” that is used for the generic 

child in the English translation, since Freud refers to the child (Kind) by its 

grammatical neuter gender. In fact, the child is very explicitly cast in a dualistic way, 

following a binary gender order, where femaleness is signified through the fantasy of 

marriage to a prince, and maleness through the fantasy of “becoming a great man and 

hero.” 

 Another important continuity between Freud’s account of narcissistic parental 

love and Peters’ is that the parental affect motivates empathy by third-party observers 

of this parental affect. In Peters, I pointed this out in Cece’s mother’s spontaneous 

display of empathy, with an unknown disappointed mother of a gay child. In Freud’s 
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account, Freud himself acknowledges the emotional power of narcissistic parental 

love even as he breaks it down analytically. Narcissistic parental love, he writes, is 

“so rührend” – so moving, touching, stirring, heart-warming.  

Freud's account, of course, does not—could not—include the articulation of 

gay difference. Despite the existence of homosexual self-advocacy organizations at 

the time of Freud’s writing, there was no public gay discourse about the experience of 

“coming out” that would have put the scenario of a gay child (or any other queer 

child) who disappoints his or her parents’ love highly visible on Freud’s agenda, as 

something that needed to be discussed in relation to his account of narcissistic 

parental love.30 I am arguing, however, that Freud presents the castration scene as an 

approximation for what would happen if narcissistic parental love is disappointed. 

This argument consists of two steps. The first step is to read across the section break 

in Freud’s essay and tie the description of parental narcissism at the end of section 

two to Freud’s theoretical comment at the beginning of section three. The second step 

involves parsing out the complicated role plaid by “parental narcissism” in Freud’s 

                                                
30 In a letter, Freud does, however, council a mother not to be ashamed of her son’s 

homosexuality (Freud, “Letter to an American Mother (1935)”). The homosexual woman 
who is documented in his paper “The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a 
Woman” (1920) was also only brought to Freud as a patient by her distressed parents. 
Parental distress about a child’s homosexuality was thus not completely unfamiliar to Freud. 
But the phenomenon was not nearly as widely represented and politicized as it is in the 
early twenty-first century. For a series of critical essays on Freud’s paper, as well as the 
paper itself, see (Lesser and Schoenberg). For Freud’s discussions of male homosexuality, 
see (Freud, Leonardo Da Vinci; Freud, “Psychoanalytic Notes on an Autobiographical 
Account”). Some of Freud’s accounts of male homosexuality in fact tell a different story. 
Particularly in Leonardo da Vinci, Freud suggests that a male child becomes a homosexual 
in order to fulfill maternal desire. But it is significant that Leonardo da Vinci was, as Freud 
calls it, only a “passive” homosexual. He was not marked as a homosexual subject in the 
eyes of his mother or other contemporaries, as far as it is known. 
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larger theory of narcissism.   

I start with step one. The theorization and thick description of narcissistic 

parental love concludes the second section of the essay “On Narcissism.” A horizontal 

line marks the end of that section, the Roman numeral “III” marks the beginning of 

the next section, which starts: 

Welchen Störungen der ursprüngliche Narzißmus des Kindes 
ausgesetzt ist, und mit welchen Reaktionen er sich derselben erwehrt, 
auch auf welche Bahnen er dabei gedrängt wird, das möchte ich als 
einen wichtigen Arbeitsstoff, welcher noch der Erledigung harrt, 
beiseite stellen; das bedeutsamste Stück desselben kann man als 
„Kastrationskomplex" (Penisangst beim Knaben, Penisneid beim 
Mädchen) herausheben und im Zusammenhange mit dem Einfluß der 
frühzeitigen Sexualeinschüchterung behandeln. (“Narzißmus” 159) 
 
The disturbances to which a child’s original narcissism is exposed, the 
reactions with which he seeks to protect himself from them and the 
paths into which he is forced in doing so—these are themes which I 
propose to leave on one side, as an important field of work which still 
awaits exploration. The most significant portion of it, however, can be 
singled out in the shape of the ‘castration complex (in boys, anxiety 
about the penis—in girls, envy for the penis) and treated in connection 
with the effect of early deterrence from sexual activity. (“On 
Narcissism” 92)  

 

Freud flags certain research concerns that he is bracketing at this point and deferring 

to the future, namely the disturbances to, and defense reactions of, the original 

narcissism of the child. Despite the general gesture of bracketing and deferral, he 

briefly acknowledges that the castration complex is the most important piece of this 

area of research. The psychic/epistemic struggle to account for a missing penis is the 

most significant event in the disappointment of the child’s narcissism, according to 

Freud. In the framework of the narcissistic investment in the penis, the figure of 

femaleness performs only loss, absence, or negation. The description of narcissistic 
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parental love, on the other hand, actually suggests a dual articulation of narcissism 

where maleness/masculinity (which, in the context of Freud is unquestioningly tied to 

the penis) frames one set of narcissistic investments while female/feminine 

heterosexuality serves as another object of narcissistic investment. 

This contradiction may seem spurious because narcissistic parental love is a 

complex that characterized the psyche of a parent, whereas the castration complex is 

lived and negotiated by the subject of the “little boy.” However, if one looks at the 

place of “narcissistic parental love” in Freud’s theory of narcissism, this distinction 

between the parental psyche and the child’s psyche becomes muddled right away. To 

demonstrate that this is the case is the second part of my argument about the structural 

link between parental narcissism (and its disappointment) and the castration scene, 

which necessitates an analysis of Freud’s account of narcissistic parental love in 

relation to his larger theory of narcissism, particularly the concept of a primary or 

original narcissism. 

Freud’s essay “On Narcissism” consists of three untitled parts. In part one, 

Freud posits the existence of a “primary,” or “normal” narcissism which is the 

libidinal addition to the “egoisms of the drive for self-preservation,” in 

contradistinction to “secondary” narcissism, a conversion of object love that is 

connected to various pathological conditions.31 Freud posits that in normal 

                                                
31This is slightly ambiguous because the ego is only formed gradually in children, so 
narcissism can only appear once there is an ego, since the ego is the object of narcissistic 
love. Freud says so much when in the first section he clarifies the distinction between 
autoeroticism, which is there from the start, and narcissism, which is not, but this does not 
seem to create problems for the concept of primary narcissism for Freud. 
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individuals the original or primary narcissism is partially “given up” with increased 

maturity and the libido that is originally bound narcissistically in the self is either 

extended towards other persons, thus turned into object libido (as he discusses in the 

first section of the article), or directed at the ego ideal (as discussed in the third 

section). 

Freud offers two sets of “observations and views” in support of the theoretical 

postulation of such a primary narcissism, namely “[our] observations and views of the 

mental life of children and primitive peoples ” (“On Narcissism” 75). Freud claims 

observational knowledge of the narcissism of primitive people, which, according to 

him, manifests in 

eine[r] Überschätzung der Macht ihrer Wünsche und psychischen 
Akte, die „Allmacht der Gedanken", einen Glauben an die Zauberkraft 
der Worte, eine Technik gegen die Außenwelt, die „Magie", welche als 
konsequente Anwendung dieser größensüchtigen Voraussetzungen 
erscheint. (“Narzißmus” 140) 
 
an overestimation of the power of their wishes and mental acts, the 
'omnipotence of thoughts', a belief in the thaumaturgic force of words, 
and a technique for dealing with the external world--'magic'--which 
appears to be a logical application of these grandiose premises. (“On 
Narcissism” 75) 
 

Freud refers to his recent publication Totem and Taboo to back up these observations 

which are, of course, not Freud’s own but those of the ethnographic literature 

(primarily based in Australia) that informs Totem and Taboo.32 After this treatment of 

primitive people, Freud shifts to “children,” but despite his earlier promise of 

                                                
32 For an analysis of Freud’s relationship to anthropological discourse in “Totem and Taboo,” 
see (Frederickson). 
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“observations and views on the mental life of children and primitive peoples,” he now 

claims to not actually have adequate knowledge—certainly no observations—of the 

“analogical” situation of the European child.33 Freud suggests that his views about 

European children are a deduction of the available observations of primitive peoples.  

Wir erwarten eine ganz analoge Einstellung zur Außenwelt beim 
Kinde unserer Zeit, dessen Entwicklung für uns weit undurchsichtiger 
ist. (“Narzißmus” 140) 
 
In the children of to-day, whose development is much less transparent 
to us, we expect to find an exactly analogous attitude towards the 
external world. (“On Narcissism” 75 modified)  

 
The original narcissism of (European) children is modeled after the allegedly 

observed and putatively more transparent behavior of “primitive peoples.” At this 

point, thus, we are invited to believe that European children have an attitude of 

narcissism that also manifests in an overestimation of the power of their thoughts and 

words, akin to the attitude that Freud ascribes to primitive peoples. 

 But later in the article, Freud offers another indirect approach to the allusive 

primary narcissism of children, namely in the observation of parental narcissism: 

The primary narcissism of children which we have assumed and which 
forms one of the postulates of our theories of the libido, is less easy to 
grasp by direct observation than to confirm by inference from 
elsewhere. If we look at the attitude of affectionate parents towards 
their children, we have to recognize that it is the revival and 
reproduction of their own narcissism, which they have long since 
abandoned. (Freud, “On Narcissism” 90) 

 

This is how Freud transitions into the account of narcissistic parental love. He thus 

                                                
33 Given how common anecdotal reports about European children are in Freud’s 
psychoanalytic writings—next to clinical evidence this is probably Freud’s most important 
empirical data, this claim is surprising. 
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proposes that parental narcissism offers another indirect way to observe the primary 

narcissism of children. 

 It would be hard to imagine that the specific narcissistic parental fantasies that 

Freud renders so evocatively would also constitute any sort of “original” infantile 

narcissism and to reconcile this imagination with Freudian psychoanalytic theories 

more generally. Elsewhere when Freud theorizes the psychic life of infants and 

children, he is adamant about his conviction that a desire for heterosexual coupling is 

the result of a complex psychic process and certainly not in any way primary. His 

central theoretical corner stones, the castration complex and the Oedipus complex, 

both dispel the notion that gender identity or heterosexuality are by any definition 

“primary,” and Freud frequently insisted on this point. 

So, given that the fantasies of parental narcissism are steeped in norms of 

binary gender identity and, in the case of the girl, heterosexuality, what is one to make 

of Freud’s claim that parental narcissism is but a revival of an original infantile 

narcissism? One might try to grant a distinction between form and content: Maybe 

those contents of parental narcissism are later acquisitions of the parent, while the 

reactivation of love of self in the guise of love of the child is a revival of the parents' 

own primary narcissism. But even if one could successfully construct such a 

separation between content and form, Freud’s description blurs such a hypothetical 

distinction. His phrase “his majesty the baby, as we once fancied ourselves” suggests 

that the fantasy of being “his majesty the baby” is part of the original narcissism of 
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children.34 The theoretical concept of an original or primary narcissism (of children) 

is conceptually intermeshed and cannot be conclusively separated out from 

“narcissistic parental love.”35  

With this in mind, it is no longer difficult to see that Freud refers us to the 

theory of the castration complex as his best approximation of an answer to the 

question: what happens if the fantasy of parental narcissism is disturbed? The two 

scenes—castration and coming out—and their associated regimes of sexual identity 

and difference, are thus fundamentally connected: not only through the resonance 

between their respective figurations of likeness, lack, temporizing temporalizations, 

and difference, but also through the way they are set up as alternative accounts of the 

disturbance of parental narcissism (and self,) and the “defense” of this narcissism 

through the construction of a binary structure of sexual difference that serves to 

                                                
34 James Strachey, the editor of the Standard Edition of Freud's works in English, suggests 
that this phrase might be a reference to “a well-known Royal Academy picture of the 
Edwardian age, which bore that title and showed two London policemen holding up the 
crowded traffic to allow a nursery-maid to wheel a perambulator across the street” (91). Even 
though there is a slight discrepancy to his description, it nevertheless appears that Strachey is 
referring to a work by Arthur Drummond. Drummond's work was exhibited at the Royal 
Academy of Arts since 1890, and one of his painting is titled “His Majesty the Baby.” The 
image shows a young white woman, clad in a red dress and quite possibly the nursemaid that 
Strachey remembered, guiding a white infant (wearing a light blue coat with two collars, 
hemmed by white fur, matching light blue hat and white shoes) across Piccadilly Circus. 
Surrounding them are several carriages and horses that have been stopped by at least one 
policeman to let the woman and the child pass. The bustling male-dominated street life of 
London has come to a stop, and the white female body of the nursemaid forms a unit with the 
infant in her care, and captures the onlooker's gaze.  The fact that this painting and hence the 
phrase “his majesty the baby” are so clearly a child of nineteenth-century Europe makes the 
suggestion that it represents an original narcissism of children so much more 
tenuous/implausible. 
35 The contradiction between Freud’s theory of primary/parental narcissism and his explicit 
contention elsewhere that normative gender and heterosexuality cannot be presumed can be 
explained as the result of the tension between conceptual innovation and ingrained habits of 
mind. For a theorization of this tension, see (Davidson). 



56 
 
 

neutralize the impact of loss and negation. 

On the level of narrative-historical content, Freud’s theorization of the 

castration complex also smoothly inserts itself into, and extends, Freud’s rendition of 

narcissistic parental love. The ethnographic-empirical basis of Freud’s theory of the 

castration complex consists of parental experiments in anti-masturbation pedagogy, 

which include threats to punish masturbation with castration. Masturbation was 

widely considered an impediment to a boy child’s future health, vigor, and virility. 

Parental discouragements against masturbation are therefore part of a parental effort 

to ensure that the male child turns into a man, in line with the male-gendered fantasy 

of narcissistic parental love, as Freud describes it, where parents wish for the boy to 

grow up and become a hero. 

 In addition to articulating the castration scene with the coming-out scene, the 

theorization of narcissism offers more insight into how race is inscribed, through the 

framing tropes of parental narcissism, in the narratives of castration and coming out. 

We saw above that Freud presents primitive narcissism and parental narcissism as two 

empirical phenomena from which one can infer the original narcissism of the child. 

This opposition exemplifies the production of psychoanalytic subjects as European: 

the “child” is marked as European or civilized through the semiotic practice of 

analogizing it to “primitive peoples.” This juxtaposition of children and primitives 

pays homage to Ernest Haeckel's recapitulation hypothesis (1879), that the 

development of the modern individual recapitulates the life of the species.36 The 

                                                
36 For a discussion of the recapitulation thesis in scientific and popular discourses, see 
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categories of the individual and the species are both racialized in this formulation: the 

individual is racialized as European, and the category of the species is racialized in a 

way that adheres to the colonial trope of “panoptical time,” where people indigenous 

to the Americas, Australia, the Pacific islands, and much of Africa and Asia are 

temporalized as representatives of past stages of civilizational development, as 

“anachronistic people,” available for consumption at a glance, by the unmarked 

European subject of knowledge who alone represents “the species” in its latest and 

highest stage of development (McClintock).37 This reveals the deeply racialized 

common sense that underlies the theorization of all racially unmarked psychoanalytic 

categories—be it woman, man, mother, boy, girl, or child.38 

In the framework of the recapitulation hypothesis, one would indeed expect 

the narcissism of (ageless) primitives to have its correspondence in the narcissism of 

(European) children. But then Freud also proposes that the narcissism of (European) 

parents offers an indirect chance to see what the narcissism of children is like. Freud 

presents parental narcissism and primitive narcissism as if they both equally 

approximate the narcissism of children that, for an unspoken reason, cannot be 

observed directly. 

The descriptions of these two observed phenomena, however, could hardly be 

more different. While Freud describes the narcissism of primitive peoples as their 

                                                
(Rohy). 
37 For a related analysis, see Johannes Fabian’s discussion of the temporalization of spatial 

difference (Fabian). 
38 Arguably this is not unequivocally true for the category Weib, which can be seen as a 
reference to the indigenous European (female) Other, the witch. 
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belief in the potency of their thoughts and actions, the narcissism of “children,” as it 

is mediated through the parents (as I discussed above) is a fantasy of their perfections 

and entitlements to life, health, pleasure, and liberty. The juxtaposition between 

primitive narcissism and parental narcissism thus not only constructs a semiotic 

difference between them but also underlines the difference between potency and 

entitlement. In fact, in the name of the original narcissism of the child, parental 

narcissism is an ideological fantasy of entitlements and special privileges that were 

systematically co-constructed in opposition to the rightlessness of so-called primitive 

peoples.39 

The contrast between the ideological fantasy of parental narcissism and the 

figure of the primitive resonates strongly with analyses of critical race scholarship 

about Foucault’s theorization of biopolitics.40 Foucault places his writings on 

sexuality within the context of the emergence of biopolitics, a politics that pursues 

and appeals to the maximization of life and health as legitimating anchor of its own 

doings, even if this politics is one of genocide. Many scholars have argued that race 

constitutes the boundary between those whose lives are fostered and those who are 

killed, enslaved, imprisoned, and hyper-exploited with impunity and in the name of 

protecting the “life” and “health” of others.41  

                                                
39 On the concept ideological fantasy see (Freccero). 
40 In privileging Foucault as my historical-theoretical framework, this chapter is repeating a 
problematic erasure of radical Black writing and other racially minoritized theorizations of 
racial modernity (Weheliye). 
41 (Stoler; Chow; Puar). Stoler argues that in his last lecture at the College de France 
Foucault also articulated this connection himself. 
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It is not a coincidence that the trope of parental narcissism serves as an 

interface through which biopolitical fantasies of entitlement are articulated as the 

affect of an individual in relation to a normative nuclear family. Foucault theorizes 

that the saturation of the normative family with intense affect is part of the 

“deployment of sexuality.” More specifically, he observes that starting in the 

eighteenth century the (normative European) family has become “an obligatory locus 

of affect, feelings, love” (108). He explains this, in part, with the superimposition of 

the deployment of sexuality on the deployment of alliance (108). 

The deployment of alliance is composed of a system of rules governing 

marriage and kinship, whereas the deployment of sexuality targets the individual 

body and its capacities for sensation, pleasure, and knowledge. Foucault theorizes the 

deployment of sexuality as a novel conglomeration of techniques of power that 

encompass several local power relations organized around sex and a thoroughly 

sexualized body, including the “psychiatrization of the perversions,” among which the 

medico-scientific specification of the homosexual figures prominently. But as Stoler 

emphasizes, Foucault does not claim that the deployment of sexuality simply 

obliterated the deployment of alliance or relegated it to second place. Rather, kinship 

structures and relationships became themselves produced anew as relationships 

constituted by affect.42 The discourse of narcissistic parental love exemplifies this 

superimposition of the deployment of sexuality onto the field of kinship relationships 

in an exemplary fashion. 

                                                
42 (Stoler 38) 
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As Rey Chow insists, it is important to “read the history of biopower that 

Foucault was attempting to write by writing about sexuality” (Chow 6). Too much of 

a focus on sexuality “in the narrow sense” (sex acts) has prevented many scholars 

from seeing sexuality in the light of biopower, where it is “no longer clearly 

distinguishable from the entire problematic of the reproduction of human life that is, 

in modern times, always racially and ethnically inflected” (7). Jasbir Puar points out 

the problematic how this formulation of Chow, by associating sexuality with 

reproduction, may privilege a heteronormative framing of sexuality even as sexuality 

is opened up to become coterminous with race and ethnicity, and may even 

unwittingly underwrite the implicit heterosexualization of racial and ethnic minority 

identity in liberal multiculturalist representational regimes (Puar 34). This cautionary 

note is well taken, but I think the potential problematic can be avoided by insisting 

that the “reproduction of human life” is only a political problematic to the extent that 

it enfolds the production and re-production of social life which in turn must be 

disassociated from any privileged link to heterosexuality and biological reproduction.  

The trope of narcissistic parental love is an important example for such an 

analysis. It is not merely the description of a privately experienced affect. It has a 

social and political function—in fact different functions.  It epitomizes the enfolding 

of the biopolitical subject—the subject whose life’s protection and fostering is the 

strategic goal of biopower—into the biopolitical polity. The regimes of castration, 

coming out, and male/female as well as hetero/homo sexual difference are, through 

their imbrication in the tropes of narcissistic parental love, also bound up in the 
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biopolitical paradigm. A broad concept such as biopolitics has the attraction that it is 

poignant and can account for different geopolitical constellations and historical 

moments throughout the eighteenth, but especially the nineteenth, twentieth, and 

twenty-first centuries. The function of race, class, criminality, coloniality, and other 

rubrics of social difference is not always the same in these different biopolitical 

constellations. Since narcissistic parental love, as a trope, can help normalize new 

biopoitical projects, its putative focus on “reproducing” the same is perhaps 

misleading. It is a trope that exists with sufficient continuity over a longer stretch of 

time and in different geopolitical spaces to be recognizable and to merit identification 

as historical-conceptual form that shapes social and political formations. It operates 

with a certain continuity to make subjects legible, often newly legible, as constituents 

of the state, even as the social meaning given to the formation that in engenders varies 

between race, class, criminality, and other boundaries to “civility.”  

I shall highlight two social constellations, partially overlapping, that are 

managed through the tropes of narcissistic parental love: the formation of a bourgeois 

ethos, and nation-state making. The brief sketches of how narcissistic parental love 

manages these two constellations do not proclaim to be an exhaustive analysis or 

history of narcissistic parental love. Their purpose is to demonstrate how a certain 

level of continuity in the trope of parental narcissism is not contradicted by the fact 

that this trope articulates changing social formations. It is my hope that the analysis 

presented in the first part of this chapter allows for the narratives of castration and of 

coming out, and the associated regimes of sexual difference, to be seen in their 
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relationship to the history of biopower whose continuity-in-change is so well 

illustrated through the deployment of the trope of narcissistic parental love.  

 

Bourgeois Ethos 

Foucault argues that the turn to one's children as a source of affirmation of the self is 

part of the techniques through which the bourgeoisie in nineteenth-century Europe 

distinguished itself. This construction of the bourgeois body as a special body, 

Foucault suggests, was different from but at the same time modeled after techniques 

for aristocratic distinction. The nobility, he explains,  

had also asserted the special character of its body, but this was in the 
form of blood, that is, in the form of the antiquity of its ancestry and of 
the value of its alliances; the bourgeoisie on the contrary looked at its 
progeny and the health of its organism when it laid claim to a special 
body. The bourgeoisie's “blood” was its sex. (Foucault 124) 
 

Foucault suggests that this practice of proudly gazing at one's progeny is not only a 

practice of lovingly affirming the individual self of a parent, but also a practice of 

distinguishing a collective self, and constituting this self differentially as a bourgeois 

self. 

 Scattered throughout his writings, Freud makes many statements that 

exemplify the operation of such a bourgeois anti-aristocratic ethos. In The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1900), several dream analyses give occasion to affirmations 

of parental pride and denunciations of ancestral pride. For instance, the following is 

Freud’s pithy summary of the latent dream thoughts—that is, the unconscious wish 

that is expressed and distorted—of one particular dream: 
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Es ist ein Unsinn, auf seine Vorfahren stolz zu sein. Lieber bin ich 
selber ein Vorfahr, ein Ahnherr. (Freud, Traumdeutung 436) 
 
It is absurd to be proud of one's ancestry; it is better to be an ancestor 
oneself. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 2 434) 
 

The manifest dream content of the respective dream is that Freud is driving in a one-

horse carriage and requests to be driven to the train station. This scene elicits in Freud 

a chain of associations that lead him to the notion of the aristocracy and the 

aristocracy’s pride in ancestors. A brief “absurd” exchange he has with the driver 

becomes, in Freud’s analysis, the dream’s way of expressing the judgment that 

ancestral pride is “absurd” or Unsinn (nonsense).43  

Freud then counters the absurdity of ancestral pride with an axiomatic parental 

pride. Being an ancestor oneself is simply “better” than being proud of one’s 

ancestors—no argument or explanation needed. Freud’s ascription to the truth of this 

axiom appears part of a firm bourgeois anti-aristocratic ethos, which perfectly aligns 

with Foucault’s argument of the bourgeois re-deployment and re-definition of 

aristocratic discourses of distinction. This is apparent in his dream analysis. As part of 

the “day residue,” events from the day before the dream took place, Freud remembers 

standing on a railway platform and seeing Count Thun board a train. The aristocratic 

                                                
43 Freud renders the dream content as follows: “Ich fahre in einem Einspänner und gebe 
Auftrag, zu einem Bahnhof zu fahren. ,Auf der Bahnstrecke selbst kann ich natürlich nicht 
mit Ihnen fahren,‘ sage ich, nachdem er einen Einwand gemacht, als ob ich ihn übermüdet 
hätte) dabei ist es so, als wäre ich schon eine Strecke mit ihm gefahren, die man sonst mit der 
Bahn fährt“ (Freud, Traumdeutung 434). “I was driving in a cab and ordered the driver to 
drive me to a station. ‘Of course I can’t drive with you along the railway line itself,’ I said, 
after he had raised some objection, as though I had overtired him. It was as if I had already 
driven with him for some of the distance one normally travels by train” (Freud, Interpretation 
of Dreams 2 432). 
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government member simply told off the train station worker who, not recognizing 

him, asked to see his ticket. As he analyzes the dream, Freud reminisces in the 

bourgeois revolutionary attitude which this scene evoked in him, full of resentment of 

the special privileges afforded to the Count.  

In the dream analysis, Freud also remembers a puzzle that he had recently 

encountered. A good English translation goes as follows: 

With the master’s request 
The driver complies 
By all men possessed 
In the Graveyard it lies 
(…) 
With the master’s request 
The Driver Complies 
Not by all men possessed 
In the cradle it lies. (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 2 433–434)44 
 

The solution to the first riddle is “Vorfahren.” As a noun, it means ancestors: 

ancestors lie in the grave and are by all men possessed. As a verb, it means to drive 

up or ahead and is thus a command that a master could give to his driver. The solution 

to the second riddle is “Nachkommen.” In the meaning of “descendants,” they lie in 

the cradle and are not by all men possessed. In the meaning of “to come after,” it is 

another typical command to a driver. These two puzzles subtly make the point that 

since everybody has ancestors, there is nothing to be proud of in them. Descendants, 

on the other hand are “not by all men possessed,” a formulation which underscores 

the claims to distinction, even as the distinction did not primarily differentiate those 

                                                
44 The German version of the puzzle, as Freud renders it, goes: “Der Herr befiehlt’s, Der 
Kutscher tut’s. Ein jeder hat’s, Im Grabe ruht’s,” and „Der Herr befiehlt’s, Der Kutscher tut’s. 
Nicht jeder hat’s, In der Wiege ruht’s“ (Freud, Traumdeutung 435). 



65 
 
 

who have children from those who don’t but rather those who self-identify through 

such projected fantasies of parental pride and those who, absurdly, take pride in their 

ancestors—aristocrats. Going along with this anti-aristocratic take on ancestry and 

descent, Freud scoffs sarcastically at “the merits of the high lords, that they went 

through the trouble of being born” (“das Verdienst der hohen Herren […]daß sie sich 

die Mühe gegeben haben, geboren zu warden”) (Freud, Traumdeutung 436). This 

sarcastic joke re-articulates the aristocratic relationality to ancestry in the framework 

of the bourgeois gaze at the child and, not surprisingly, the resulting mocking praise 

for the infant’s efforts in having been born strikes Freud’s bourgeois sensibility as 

absurd.  

Usually the dream thoughts are wishes that are foreign and unacceptable to the 

dreaming subject’s conscious self. Freud theorizes that these wishes are unconscious 

because they are repressed from consciousness. In this particular dream, the dream 

thoughts are a judgment, and one that is utterly acceptable to Freud’s conscious self. 

Freud fully embraces the notion that it is absurd to be proud of one’s ancestors and 

better to be an ancestor oneself. Despite the rhetoric of bourgeois rebellion against the 

aristocracy and despite the reality of aristocratic privileges, Freud’s bourgeois anti-

aristocratic ethos did not have to undergo repression and resort to the complex 

mechanisms of a dream in order to find expression or fulfillment. Freud openly 

identifies with this rather normative message. Why then does the dream exist?  

 Nicholas Rand and Maria Torok offer an analysis that takes this dream beyond 

simple bourgeois common sense and further than Freud’s own interpretation. 
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Drawing from historical information that Freud’s uncle Josef was convicted of 

forgery in 1865 and that this event was widely reported, they conjecture that the 

scandal and shame traumatized the nine-year-old Sigmund Freud. Through an 

analysis of Freud’s dreams they develop this conjecture into an argument that Freud’s 

desire for recognition, success, and respectability is spurred by an attempt to escape 

from the unconscious stigma of Freud’s “family secret.” Freud’s dislike for ancestral 

pride, which they also notice as a recurrent theme, thus is not only a way to settle 

score and assert his bourgeois self against the aristocratic Thun but also an expression 

of the desire to be free from the stigma of association with his ancestor, the 

“criminal” uncle.45  

The so-called “Dream of the Uncle” from Spring 1897 is Freud’s only 

publicly discussed dream that explicitly deals with his uncle. The uncle appears in the 

manifest dream content, in the knowledge that Freud's friend R. is his uncle.46 

Relevant background to the dream is that Freud had reason to hope to be awarded the 

title of extraordinary professor. His senior colleagues had submitted the necessary 

recommendations to the minister of education. But the minister had stalled moving 

forward with the appointment, and Freud suspected that this was due to the minister’s 

reverence to the powerful antisemitic movement. Two of Freud’s colleagues, N. and 

                                                
45 To engage in additional dream analysis after the fact, on the basis of the textual 
documentation of Freud's analysis, is not to try to invalidate or override Freud's own analysis. 
Freud himself suggests that a dream's knot—the place where multiple lines of associations 
converge—is overdetermined by multiple significations. It is therefore not implausible that 
even a thorough compelling analysis can be incomplete. See also the discussion in (Rand and 
Torok 172–3). 
46 (Freud, Interpretation of Dreams 1 137-145) 
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R., also Jews, had been recommended for professorships too but had never been 

appointed, which strengthened Freud’s suspicions. One of his friends had even 

elicited a personal confession from the minister that confirmed the antisemitism 

hypothesis. 

In the dream analysis, Freud finds that his uncle represents both of his 

colleagues N. and R. Freud interprets the dream to express his unconscious wish that 

his two friends who are represented by the uncle were not given the professorship 

because they are a “criminal” and a “simpleton,” respectively. These epithets connect 

to his memory of his uncle Josef. Recounting the “unhappy story,” he remembers: 

Mein Vater, der damals aus Kummer in wenigen Tagen grau wurde, 
pflegte immer zu sagen, Onkel Josef sei nie ein schlechter Mensch 
gewesen, wohl aber ein Schwachkopf; so drückte er sich aus. (Freud, 
Traumdeutung 144) 
 
My father, whose hair turned gray from grief in a few days, used 
always to say that Uncle Josef was not a bad man but only a simpleton; 
those were his words. (quoyed in Rand and Torok 175; Freud, 
Interpretation of Dreams 1 138) 
 

Freud finds occasion to associate one of his friends with the epithet “criminal” and 

the other “simpleton,” and he thereby arranged a perfect logic for the failures of their 

recommendations for professorship, as clearly the minister would not appoint a 

criminal or a simpleton. Freud’s dream then triumphantly concludes that the 

considerations that disqualify his friends from the professorship do not apply to him, 

he may thus look forward to a speedy appointment.  

Torok and Rand’s re-reading of Freud’s analysis casts doubt on whether the 

triumphant affect that Freud identifies with the dream thoughts really tells the whole 
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truth of this dream. They argue instead that the dream wrestles with the stigma of 

being deemed a criminal or a simpleton, that Freud’s triumphant rejection of any 

relationship to being a “criminal” or a “simpleton” is in fact a the agency of a 

repression of this stigma. A further detail that supports this interpretation is that Freud 

himself states that his interpretation so far does not fully satisfy him, as he does not 

consider his desire for the professorship to be so big that it would warrant such 

defaming representations of his dear colleagues. This supports Rand and Torok’s 

argument that there is more to the dream than Freud was able to analyze. 

Freud did provide an additional layer of interpretation to account for what 

otherwise seems like an excessive desire for the professor title. Freud associates the 

following childhood memories: 

Da fällt mir ein, was ich so oft in der Kindheit erzählen gehört habe, 
daß bei meiner Geburt eine alte Bäuerin der über den Erstgeborenen 
glücklichen Mutter prophezeit, daß sie der Welt einen großen Mann 
geschenkt habe. Solche Prophezeiungen müssen sehr häufig vorfallen; 
es gibt so viel erwartungsfrohe Mütter und so viel alte Bäuerinnen 
oder andere alte Weiber, deren Macht auf Erden vergangen ist, und die 
sich darum der Zukunft zugewendet haben. Es wird auch nicht der 
Schade der Prophetin gewesen sein. Sollte meine Größensehnsucht aus 
dieser Quelle stammen? Aber da besinne ich mich eben eines anderen 
Eindrucks aus späteren Jugendjahren, der sich zur Erklärung noch 
besser eignen würde: Es war eines Abends in einem der Wirtshäuser 
im Prater, wohin die Eltern den elf- oder zwölfjährigen Knaben 
mitzunehmen pflegten, daß uns ein Mann auffiel, der von Tisch zu 
Tisch ging und für ein kleines Honorar Verse über ein ihm 
aufgegebenes Thema improvisierte. Ich wurde abgeschickt, den 
Dichter an unseren Tisch zu bestellen, und er erwies sich dem Boten 
dankbar. Ehe er nach seiner Aufgabe fragte, ließ er einige Reime über 
mich fallen und erklärte es in seiner Inspiration für wahrscheinlich, 
daß ich noch einmal „Minister" werde. An den Eindruck dieser 
zweiten Prophezeiung kann ich mich noch sehr wohl erinnern. Es war 
die Zeit des Bürgerministeriums, der Vater hatte kurz vorher die Bilder 
der bürgerlichen Doktoren Herbst, Giskra, Unger, Berger u. a. nach 
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Hause gebracht, und wir hatten diesen Herren zur Ehre illuminiert. Es 
waren sogar Juden unter ihnen; jeder fleißige Judenknabe trug also das 
Ministerponefeuille in seiner Schultasche. Es muß mit den Eindrücken 
jener Zeit sogar zusammenhängen, daß ich bis kurz vor der Inskription 
an der Universität willens war, Jura zu studieren, und erst im letzten 
Moment umsattelte. Dem Mediziner ist ja die Ministerlaufbahn 
überhaupt verschlossen. Und nun mein Traum! Ich merke es erst jetzt, 
daß er mich aus der trüben Gegenwart in die hoffnungsfrohe Zeit des 
Bürgerministeriums zurückversetzt und meinen Wunsch von damals 
nach seinen Kräften erfüllt. Indem ich die beiden gelehrten und 
achtenswerten Kollegen, weil sie Juden sind, so schlecht behandle, den 
einen, als ob er ein Schwachkopf, den anderen, als ob er ein 
Verbrecher wäre, indem ich so verfahre, benehme ich mich, als ob ich 
der Minister wäre, habe ich mich an die Stelle des Ministers gesetzt. 
Welch gründliche Rache an Seiner Exzellenz! Er verweigert es, mich 
zum Professor extraordinarius zu ernennen, und ich setze mich dafür 
im Traum an seine Stelle.  (Freud, Traumdeutung 198–9) 
 
At the time of my birth and old peasant-woman had prophesied to my 
proud mother that with her first-born child she had brought a great 
man into the world. Prophecies of this kind must be very common: 
there are so many mothers filled with happy expectations and so many 
old peasant-women and others of the kind who make up for their loss 
of their power to control things in the present world by concentrating it 
on the future. Nor can the prophetess have lost anything by her words. 
Could this have been the source of my thirst for grandeur? But that 
reminded me of another experience, dating from my later childhood, 
which provided a still better explanation. My parents had been in the 
habit, when I was a boy of eleven or twelve, of taking me with them to 
the Prater. One evening, while we were sitting in a restaurant there, our 
attention had been attracted by a small man who was moving from one 
table to another and, for a small consideration, improvising a verse 
upon any topic presented to him. I was despatched to bring the poet to 
our table and he showed his gratitude to the messenger. Before 
inquiring what the chosen topic was to be, he had dedicated a few lines 
to myself; and he had been inspired to declare that I should probably 
grow up to be a Cabinet Minister. I still remember quite well what an 
impression this second prophecy had made on me. Those were the 
days of the ‘Bürger’ Ministry.47 Shortly before my father had brought 
home portraits of these middle-class professional men—Herbst, 

                                                
47 James Strachey, Freud’s translator, explains: “The ‘Middle-class Ministry’—a government 

of liberal complexion, elected after the new Austrian constitution was established in 1867” 
(footnote on p. 193). 
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Giskra, Unger, Berger and the rest—and we had illuminated the house 
in their honour. There had even been some Jews among them. So 
henceforth every industrious Jewish schoolboy carried a Cabinet 
Minister’s portfolio in his satchel. The events of that period no doubt 
had some bearing on the fact that up to a time shortly before I entered 
the University it had been my intention to study Law; it was only at the 
last moment that I changed my mind. A ministerial career is definitely 
barred to a medical man. But now to return to my dream. It began to 
dawn on me that my dream was carrying me back from the dreary 
present to the cheerful hopes of the days of the ‘Bürger’ Ministry, and 
that the wish that it had done its best to fulfil was one dating back to 
those times. In mishandling my two learned and eminent colleagues 
because they were Jews, and in treating the one as a simpleton and the 
other as a criminal, I was behaving as though I were the Minister, I had 
put myself in the Minister’s place. Turning the tables on His 
Excellency with a vengeance! He had refuses to appoint me professor 
extraordinarius and I had retaliated in the dream by stepping into his 
shoes. (Interpretation of Dreams 1 192–3) 
 

A free-standing ambition for recognition is implausible to Freud. But once he re-

routes his ambition through childhood scenes in which predictions for his great future 

are mediated by the proud maternal and parental gazes, under the reinforcement from 

the old peasant woman and the poetry artist, the resulting ambition finally makes 

sense.  

But even this aspect of the story feeds back into the specifically bourgeois, 

anti-aristocratic, ethos of parental narcissism. As Freud notes, the prediction that he 

would become a minister made a strong impression on him in conjunction with the 

liberal political era of the late 1860s and 1870s, when the government included 

“bürgerliche[] Doktoren,” literally bourgeois men, as opposed to nobles, with doctoral 

degrees. Freud and his family evidently were strong supporters of this government. 

Freud emphasizes that it even included Jews—certainly a strong contrast to the 

political climate at the turn of the century where the minister does not even 
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unflinchingly appoint Jewish professors.  

 Freud’s desire then is not for recognition by the aristocratic-dominated 

government at the time but rather to be himself part of a government composed of 

Bürger, members of the bourgeois class. Freud accepts his ambition once he can 

understand it as a bourgeois revolutionalry gesture against aristocracy,—a gesture 

which is once again articulated through or together with the tropes of parental 

narcissism that predict a great future to the child. Rand and Torok’s analysis adds that 

there is an underbelly to this proud embrace of a bourgeois anti-aristocratic ethos, 

namely Freud’s strife to dissociate from the scandal of his uncle’s conviction and 

imprisonment.  

 Both “others” of Freud’s bourgeois ambition appear as a deviations from the 

ideal of narcissistic parental love. The exemplary aristocratic baby whose merit lies in 

having gone through the trouble of having been born appears ridiculous if seen 

through the normative structure of bourgeois parental affect. Tellingly, the 

narcissistic-parental bourgeois vision of the infant, which sees only fantasies of a 

future adult, has no place for a flesh-and-blood creature that has emerged from 

another’s body. The scoffing remark that the merit of the aristocratic high lords is that 

they “have gone through the trouble of being born” plays with the idea that the toil of 

birth demands respect. Suppressed by sarcasm, the shadow of this idea operates to 

add joke-value to the aristocratic baby. The aristocrat thus looks so bad in Freud’s 

assessment, not least because represented as nothing but a toiling baby, he violates 
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the ideal of parental narcissism where the child is idealized through its projected 

futurity. 

The criminal/simpleton does not even appear at any place through the trope of 

narcissistic parental love, not even as a misfit or joke. The criminal’s Otherness is 

even more fundamental: it represents all that from which the trajectories of 

narcissistic parental love move away. This is not surprising given that Freud’s ridicule 

of the aristocracy does not actually correspond to an abject social status of the latter, 

whereas the severe punishment of the criminal means that his social life is over. Still, 

in both instances tropes of narcissistic parental love operate to mediate dividing lines 

between the subject that can lay claim to the state (even as the state may discriminate 

against the subject by delaying an appointment as professor) and the criminal subject. 

In this instance these dividing lines are articulated through a distinctly bourgeois 

deployment of narcissistic parental love. 

   

Nations Into State 

In another social-historical constellation, tropes of narcissistic parental love operated 

on a larger scale. The figure of the aristocrat had disappeared from the scene, but the 

opposition of the child who constitutes the epitome of his or her parents’ happiness to 

the figure of the social outcast and “criminal” was deployed again. In 1916 and 1917, 

war-produced chronic food shortages and the social unrest that followed were met by 

Austria’s political and cultural elites with a discursive explosion about the breakup of 

the family: absent fathers, neglectful or weak mothers, and “wayward” (verwahrlost) 
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and “brutalized” (verroht) children and youth, always on the brink of criminality, 

populated the imagination of social commentators.48 

Maureen Healy's analysis of the discourse of waywardness concludes that the 

anxiety responded to increased visibility of youth and children, unaccompanied by 

adults, in public spaces.49 The concept of waywardness linked the material 

deprivation of proletarian children and youth to emotional and moral decay, and a 

general proclivity to crime and lawlessness. An adjective that is originally a past 

participle, “verwahrlost” suggests a state of having become inhuman or liminally 

human as a result of lack of basic care.  

 The discourse of wayward youth could hardly be in a starker contrast to the 

discourse of parental narcissism, both in the affect with which they relate to the child 

or youth and in the family constellation (or lack thereof) with which they framed said 

child or youth. The contrast to “the pretty picture of the family” was explicitly 

acknowledged in commentator’s statements about their perception of wartime 

realities (quoted in Zahra, Kidnapped Souls 92). In 1917 state censors, whose job 

included reporting to the government about the attitudes of the population, wrote 

about overhearing mothers talk about killing themselves along with their children, 

and they were not the only ones who expressed concern that “motherly instincts” had 

gone amiss (ibid). 

 With state legitimacy increasingly hinging on the state’s failure to meet basic 

                                                
48 (Healy especially chapters 1, 5, 6, for statistics on starvation-related deaths see p. 41 ff. 
Zahra, Kidnapped Souls chapter 3) 
49 (Healy 251) 
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food needs, the government eventually sought to alleviate the material deprivation by 

founding a new ministry—the Ministry for Social Welfare, and the Imperial Widows 

and Orphans Fund (k. k. Witwen und Waisenfond). The new state interest in social 

welfare was tied to the politics of the war, and so efforts to alleviate the destitution of 

the masses were justified partly as the duty to provide for the children and, for less 

prominent in the rhetoric, widows of their heroic soldier-fathers and –husbands.50 The 

second major rhetorical strategy in presenting the necessity of the fund was to explain 

the need to recover the forces of youth and to prevent complete lawlessness, for the 

purpose of the future survival of the state. Since the soldiers were also officially 

fighting for the survival of the state, these two rhetorical strategies formed a coherent 

whole. 

 Prince Eduard von und zu Liechtenstein, head of the Youth Division of the 

Interior Ministry, explained in a speech: 

The great majority of the fallen heroes are men of good standing. They 
are dutiful workers, farmers, small businessmen and members of the 
higher professions. The child was for them the pivotal point of their 
lives, their happiness, their hope. (quoted in Healy 221–2) 
 

By enlisting “workers, farmers, small businessmen and members of the higher 

professions,” the official deploys the trope of parental narcissism—in the wider sense 

as a trope in which the child is the happiness and “pivotal point” of the parent’s life—

in a gesture of unity across class boundaries. In fact, the government appealed 

specifically to the solidarity of the better-off because its welfare program covered a 

                                                
50 (Healy 221; for an exemplary text see Liechtenstein and Peerz) 
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large share of its expenses through private donations.51 

 This deployment of parental narcissism in a gesture of cross-class solidarity 

falls in line with a narrative that Foucault tells about the deployment of sexuality. 

First articulated as a bourgeois practice in distinction from the proletariat (even if its 

ostensible antagonist is the aristocracy, as it is in Freud’s utterances), the deployment 

of sexuality eventually becomes targeted at the proletariat, but only once there are 

multiple institutions of regulation and surveillance in place for the control of its body 

and its sexuality. These institutions include “schooling, the politics of housing, public 

hygiene, institutions of relief and insurance, the general medicalization of the 

population” (126). We can see such a shift being completed in the Austrian 

introduction of welfare (“institutions of relief”). 

What needs to be added is that this cross-class deployment of sexuality was 

mediated by a turn to nationalism. Here it is crucial to realize that in 1917 Austria, the 

state, did not coincide with any nation. But in the midst of the growing impact of 

nationalist movements that gradually increased after 1880, most influential among 

them German and Czech nationalisms, child and youth welfare associations were very 

prominent. They discovered the terrain of child and youth welfare long before the 

state did and operated under the rationale of strengthening their respective nations.52 

                                                
51 (Zahra, Kidnapped Souls 101) 
52 In the early 1900s, German and Czech nationalist associations in Bohemia and 
Moravia (which are the nationalisms and regions that shaped the meaning of 
nationality in Austria most significantly) organized on behalf of orphans and 
proposed nationalist definitions of the child, according to which it was important to 
ensure that no child would be lost to the nation. Tara Zahra argues: “Although the 
number of children who grew up in nationalist orphanages was relatively modest, 
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When the state belatedly entered this field, it did not build its own regional offices but 

instead outsourced the provision of services (and to a significant extent also 

fundraising) to existing nationalist welfare associations, thereby enfolding these 

nationalist associations into the state.53  

 The deployment of sexuality, and in particular the trope of narcissistic parental 

love then performed a cross-class unity that at the same time meant a strengthening of 

the category of nationality as an organizing principle for the state. The trope of 

narcissistic parental love in this instance operated to present the inhuman “wayward” 

parentless youth as biopolitical subjects of the state. In response to the moral panic 

about wayward youth and the breakdown of the family, the announcement of the 

welfare program rhetorically scoops up said fatherless wayward youth and children 

and brushes them up rhetorically to fit into the template of the child as the happiness, 

hope and pivotal point in the lives of their heroic fathers. This discursive re-imagining 

preceded any material assistance by the state. The material assistance that was then 

provided fell back on an infrastructure the explicit point of which was to provide for 

the children of the nation in order to strengthen the nation.  

This reinforces and gives an important twist to a point made by Anne Stoler. 

In response to Foucault’s point about the original class character of the deployment of 

sexuality, she insists: 

Discourses of sexuality do more than define the distinctions of the 

                                                
orphan welfare programs figured prominently in the propaganda arsenal of early-
twentieth-century nationalist associations and ultimately emboldened nationalists to 
develop far more expansive child welfare programs” (Kidnapped Souls 68). 
53 (Zahra, Kidnapped Souls 79–105; Zahra, “‘Each Nation Only Cares for Its Own’”) 
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bourgeois self; in identifying marginal members of the body politic, 
they have mapped the moral parameters of European nations. (Stoler 
7) 
 

Stoler further argues that discourses of sexuality have reinforced “a racialized notion 

of civility” that brought the tension between racial and class membership into sharp 

relief (ibid). Her argument is built from the study of sexuality, race, class, and gender 

in colonial Dutch Indonesia but it also speaks to the discourse of waywardness, which 

put wayward youths outside the bounds of the “civil.” Civility was re-claimed for the 

formerly-deemed “wayward” children and youth by representing them through the 

“civil” order of the normative family structure where absent fathers turn into heroic 

symbolically present fathers and wayward children are re-imagined as their fathers’ 

happiness.54 In the instance of the inauguration of social welfare in Habsburg Austria, 

we furthermore observe a different function of discourses of sexuality, namely of 

bringing nations more deeply into the body politic.55 

 

Conclusion 

I believe that many other such twisting points can be narrated. But my point is not to 

write a history of parental narcissism. My aim with these two sketches of parental 

narcissism in bourgeois self-affirmation and parental narcissism in the joint embrace 

                                                
54 This notion of civility could be called racialized because its role in techniques of 
dehumanizing through alleged nonnormative family order are principle technologies of racial 
Othering, but the particular shape that it took in this instance is nevertheless more in 
continuity with longer arches of class formations and the construction of criminality rather 
than racial Othering. Classic studies of racial Othering through discourses of allegedly 
nonnormative family structures are (Spillers; Ferguson) 
55 In the different nationalisms in Habsburg Austria, the Europeanness of these nations cannot 
be presumed in advance. The question of Europeanness is central in the next chapter. 
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of nationalism and social welfare is different. It is to show that parental narcissism, a 

biopolitical discourse of sexuality, operates with a certain continuity to mediate 

claims to state protections, provisions and social citizenship, even as the specific 

social formations that parental narcissism participates in, re-codes, and legitimates 

take on different meanings, including race, class, and criminality.  

In the first part of this chapter I demonstrated how the scenes of castration and 

coming out are structurally embedded in the trope of narcissistic parental love. This 

structural embeddedness takes different forms: In the coming-out narrative in Peters, 

parental narcissism is a theme that is centrally present in the coming-out scene; it is in 

the narrative as content. In the Freudian narrative of castration and sexual difference, 

the relationship to parental narcissism is not as apparent, but I demonstrated through 

an analysis of Freud’s theorization of narcissism that parental narcissism dominates 

the empirical-ethnographic basis of Freud’s theorization of “original narcissism” and 

of the castration narrative, that Freud refers to the castration complex as his best 

answer to the scenario of disappointed (parental) narcissism, and further that the 

account of parental narcissism actually sets up not only the castration scene but also 

the coming-out scene and thereby connects these scenes more firmly than my initial 

analogical framing suggested. 

With parental narcissism now re-thought through the concepts of biopolitics 

and the deployment of sexuality, as a discourse that articulates biopolitical 

imperatives across shifting social and political constellations, the forms of sexual 

difference that are embedded in the castration and coming-out narratives need to be 
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re-thought and re-seen in their relationship to the biopolitical deployment of parental 

narcissism as well. Parental narcissism, to me, operates as a liminally historical and 

liminally theoretical category: It involves ethnographic-historical particularity and it 

anchors psychoanalytic and literary-semiotic discussions of sexual difference, lack, 

and sameness. It could draw the forms of knowledge that are entertained in this 

different discourses closer together. My primary point is that normative binary 

articulations of sexual difference, to the extent that they are committed to the 

castration and coming-out frameworks, are given shape by the biopolitical 

deployment of parental narcissism. 

The next chapter will take on the other foundational psychoanalytic theory of 

sex/gender: the theory of Oedipus. In his later writings, Freud argues that the theories 

of castration and Oedipus belong together in one joint theory of the gendered psyche. 

I have in this chapter defied the link between castration and Oedipus and examined 

the theory of castration as a narrative unit in its own right, or rather: as a narrative 

unit that is connected to the coming-out narrative and the biopolitical discourse of 

parental narcissism. These connections would likely not have become apparent if I 

had not dared to neglect the imperative to keep castration and Oedipus as one 

theoretical unit. My methodological interest in the work of ideological narratives and 

tropes rather than primarily in the psyche justifies this approach, since the main 

question is not, in fact, how the psyche works, but rather how accounts of “the self” 

work that are ideologically relevant. As I engage with Freud’s theory of Oedipus, I 

will once again center writings that precede Freud’s most “complete” articulation of 
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his theory: Freud’s 1897 letters to Wilhelm Fließ. I will read these writings through a 

contemporary political event, the Badeni affair, that brings out how the Oedipus 

theory is as much about what it means to be European as it is about what it means to 

be a man. 
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