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more powerful because they have penises and women don’t.  The 
male need to symbolically castrate and weaken women has many 
contributing factors; one undeniably is the fear of being over-
whelmed and engulfed in the way that boys can be by their moth-
ers.  By consigning women to the ranks of the castrated, our for-
bearers have maintained not only their safety but also their domi-
nant role in the psychoanalytic world.  As Charles notes, it is a role 
that was largely unchallenged for decades, even by women analysts 
and thinkers.  
 She writes at the end of her paper: “When we close our-
selves off to aspects of being human, those aspects wither and the 
quality of life is diminished.”  The inability of male theorists to ex-
plore the female psyche has left us the poorer. 
 Joyce M. Rosenberg is a licensed psychoanalyst, member 
of the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis 
(NPAP), and Research Associate of the Psychohistory Forum.  She 
has a private practice in Manhattan working with adults and cou-
ples.  She has written papers on the connection between the psyche 
and creativity, on empathy in culture and psychoanalysis, and on 
the Holocaust.  In addition, she is a small business reporter at The 
Associated Press and may be contacted at psyjourn@att.net.  

Women Face Obstacles to Having It All 
Joan T. Seymour—U.N. Diplomat (Retired)  

One of the first issues that I dealt with when I joined the 
United Nations was the question of the equality of women.  In 
1975, preparations were being made for the first world conference 
on the status of women in Mexico.  My supervisor held meetings at 
which I was privileged to meet such luminaries as Gloria Steinem 
and Bella Abzug.  The discussions centered on women enjoying 
their civil and political rights and having the opportunity to reach 
the same career levels as men as well as having a family. 

I was surprised at the discussions about women not being 
able to “have it all”—marriage, children, and a career.  I was taken 
aback because I came from a developing country which had ap-
pointed me one of the first diplomats for the Government of Guy-
ana and now I was in a post at the UN which put me in the profes-
sional ranks with all the possibilities of moving upwards.  At that 
time, it didn’t seem to me that moving ahead would be such a prob-
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lem, but then I didn’t understand the UN system of promotions.  
The main point is that I had felt that I and other women could “have 
it all.” 

After all, my mother was the example par excellence.  She 
had a career in early childhood education, ran her own kindergar-
ten, had six children, and engaged in many activities relating to 
church and social work.  Perhaps there was a rivalry between her 
and my father—he also had many outside activities besides his all-
consuming job.  In the home, it was my mother who urged my fa-
ther to buy our house and advised him how to go about it; she was 
the motivator in many such practical things.  So I had the vision of 
a strong woman who knew how to forge ahead with what was nec-
essary. 

During the 1950s and 1960s Guyana was moving from colo-
nial status to independence and it seemed that we could all attain 
goals if we had the education.  That was the key.  I never imagined 
that I wouldn’t have a career.  The question was just what kind of 
career.  The future I saw for myself was a position in the civil ser-
vice, having a lovely home with a garden and husband and children.  
What I did not see at the time and only later recognized was the 
price I paid for emphasizing my career at the expense of my per-
sonal/emotional life; I was on a ladder and I wanted to climb it and 
compete with others for the next position.  After all, I covered 
many bases on the statistics for women which counted toward ad-
vancement: a woman, from a developing country, speaking both 
French and English and seen as proficient.   Besides, I enjoyed my 
work, apart from the infighting, and the travel it entailed.  Finding a 
partner was something I felt would happen and I did not need to be 
too proactive about it.  Each year on my birthday until I was 45 
years old my mother would ask, “Anyone special Joan?” and I 
would recount meeting men who were interesting and as committed 
to their careers as I was to mine, but who as diplomats could not 
marry out of their nationality.  My mother, who had it all, was in-
vested in seeing me married and providing her with grandchildren, 
and she could not see what stood in my path.  

Yet, as the only unmarried daughter of three, it was to me 
that my mother turned for emotional and financial support.  In West 
Indian families the unmarried daughter had a certain role to play 
and it didn’t matter that I was living and working thousands of 
miles away, I still was expected to fulfill that role.  Many of my 
Western colleagues found it hard to understand that I contributed to 
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my parents each month, nor was I the only one, so too did those 
from Africa and the Philippines.  Had I lived in Guyana I would 
have lived at home until I married, whereas in the United States 
young people were expected to leave home and find an apartment 
after college.  During the years of my UN career, I did not wonder 
if and how my personal life was being affected by the particular job 
I was doing, as the trusted “special assistant” to the head of a de-
partment or as head of a division, working long hours and ensuring 
that all was in perfect order.  I did not see that my career was taking 
over my whole existence and that I did not “have it all.”    

Despite the example of my mother, I had put myself in the 
background of my work and family instead of putting myself in the 
forefront of the picture.  At this stage in retirement it has been a dif-
ficult journey learning to bring myself and my wishes forward and 
not defer to serve the needs of others.   

Joan T. Seymour, a former Guyanese diplomat and inter-
national civil servant, lives in New York City.  She has consulted on 
gender issues with the UN and studied organizational dynamics at 
the William Alanson White Institute.  An active member of the 
Church of the Transfiguration, she is chair of its music committee 
and the tour guides, as well as a volunteer for hospice.   She can be 
reached at edytha@earthlink.net.      

Marilyn Charles Replies 
I am grateful for the opportunity to reflect on the position of 

women in relation to psychoanalysis and to read the thoughtful re-
sponses to my commentary.  As Alford and Barglow note, there is a 
counter-voice running through psychoanalysis from the beginning, 
with Horney taking a stand for a psychoanalysis that is both embod-
ied and contextual and Klein becoming a force that would alter psy-
choanalytic theory and practice profoundly.  Yet, in spite of the no-
table contributions by women, there is a paternalism that runs 
through psychoanalysis that remains problematic to the extent that 
we are not able to see it.  A woman’s voice does not necessarily 
solve our problem in a culture in which the values associated with 
the female are devalued.  Seymour, for example, notes that it is on-
ly in retrospect that she can see ways in which her “free choices” 
had not been in line with her own intrinsic desires but rather had 
been shaped by culture in ways that had been invisible to her.  


