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Evaluate the explanation of gender given by the psychodynamic approach (6)

Freud’s explanation has been heavily criticised for its lack of objective (empirical) evidence. Concepts such as identification are notoriously hard to measure scientifically as they are said to operate at an unconscious level. This said Freud did attempt to provide support for the Oedipus Complex in his case study of Little Hans and while this has many weaknesses not least the subjectivity of using data which came second hand from the father, the data was rich and grounded to some extent in the child’s experiences of the world since the letters captured many fragments of conversation that the child had had with his parents. Despite this qualitative support for the Oedipus complex there is little support of any type for the Electra Complex and the implications of this theory for the weaker sense of morality resulting in females is highly socially sensitive.

There are various other criticisms of this explanation not least the fact that the explanation relies upon children being brought up in families with two heterosexual parents as without this set up feelings and motives would be different. This suggests that the theory is ethnocentric and may not explain how gender identity is formed in children of gay couples, single parents, those living in communes where there are many adults care-takers or various tribal communities where male and female child care roles are taken by relatives or members of the community who are not involved in a romantic relationship with each other. Research by Golombok (2000) has supported that children of gay couples for example are not negatively affected in terms of their gender or sexual identity.

Furthermore the work of Malinowski with the Trobriand Islanders indicates that when children are raised by their uncle and their mother (no sexual relationship) the child still comes in to conflict with the uncle which is then later resolved as the child accepts authority and regulation of behaviour from external forces, therefore identification is not about sexual rivalry out about power. This is an aspect which many have argued that Freud missed when thinking about the relationship between fathers and sons and links to the criticism that he focused to heavily on sexual drives rather than our drive to find our position within a social hierarchy and the drive to achieve status but also acceptance from others. These themes were picked up by Erik Erikson is his psychosocial theory of development, an alternative to the traditional Freudian account.

Freud has also been criticised for the idea that gender identity is acquired in ‘one fell swoop’ as ‘resolution of Oedipus Complex suggests, (Krebs and Blackman 1988), in fact research by O’Brien (1983) suggests that children as young as two have a strong sense of gender identity and make sex-typed preference for toys for example without any adult intervention and this suggests a process which starts well before the end of the phallic stage. This finding is much better explained by the biological or learning approach.

Further marks can be acquired by making a comparison to another approach which presents a more/less plausible account of gender. (But be careful, in evaluation question they will only let you achieve one mark for making comparisons, so don’t go over board!)
