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Challenging Oedipus in changing families: Gender
identifications and access to origins in same-sex parent
families created through third-party reproduction*
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Rome, Rome, Italy; bDepartment of Brain and Behavioral Sciences, Lab on Attachment and Parenting - LAG,
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ABSTRACT
Socio-cultural changes and advancements in assisted reproduction
over the past 40 years have led to a rise in new family forms,
including same-sex parent families formed through donor
insemination or surrogacy, wherein the loving couple does not
coincide with the generative couple and the parents do not
embody sexual difference. Can we still understand the gender
identification processes and the path of accessing one’s origins
through the lens of the Oedipal complex? In keeping with the
Freudian concepts of “psychosexuality,” “primal scene” and “family
romance,” as well as the more recent developments in
psychoanalysis, attachment theory and infant research, this article
aims at revisiting the Oedipal “complex” as Oedipal “complexity,”
which may apply irrespective of parents’ anatomical
characteristics. However, this “complexity” does not renounce
parents’ bodies and sexuality as important to children’s
development. Maintaining the concept of third following the
parental couple, and position within generations in the idea of
Oedipal complexity, the authors suggest that a child’s
development pathways will depend not only on the intersection
of the child’s Oedipal and pre-Oedipal levels, but also on the
parents’ early relational events and internalisation of their own
parental figures, which are not necessarily pre-determined by
their gender or sexual orientation.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Freud (1897, 1905, 1924) transformed Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus Rex into one of the most
productive and controversial formulations in psychoanalytic theory. He used it to describe
that ideo-affective ensemble that gravitates around the desire for union with the parent of
the opposite sex and the rivalry, amounting to hatred, with the parent of the same sex: the
Oedipus complex. The same triadic configuration that lies at the basis of the complex would
also apply to the so-called primal scene, which thus assumes a fundamental importance
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since it represents the origin of the subject, the conjunction between the biological fact of
birth and the symbolic fact of descendancy or, as it appears to the young child, between
the “savage” act of sexual intercourse between the parents and the existence of the
mother–father–child triad.

Indeed, according to Freud, being present at the parents’ sexual intercourse would
mould the infant’s character through identification with one or both the protagonists of
the primal scene. Even if he or she was not actually present, the infant would nevertheless
develop and elaborate some fantasies based on inherited phylogenetic influences (Freud
1918). Understood as the “quintessence of the Oedipal drama” (Blum 1979, 30), the primal
scene would not only show the infant the difference between the sexes and anticipate the
Oedipal law by which no one has and is everything for others, but would also make him
aware of not having been the master of his own birth (see also the second of the
“three facts of life” hypothesised by Money-Kyrle [1968], according to which the
parents’ sexual intercourse, not being knowable by the child, is an extremely creative
and fundamental act for psychic development).

The Oedipus myth has kept psychoanalysis busy in search of its meanings in relation to
the subject’s psychic formation (see, for example, Bion 1950, 1963; Britton 1989; Jung 1916;
Klein 1928, 1945; Kohut 1982; Lacan 1957–1958; Loewald 1979; Winnicott 1989), but in our
opinion what makes the Oedipus complex still crucial for psychoanalysis today lies at its
margins: all those family structures (including single-parent families and families with
lesbian mothers or gay fathers) in which the Freudian Oedipal formulation would
suggest an incoherent or problematic development. If we were to use Freudian lenses
to understand the way children grow and develop in these familial configurations, they
would stop us focusing on an object that is ever more significant in the psychic and
social scene: the creation of families with parents of the same sex who resort to assisted
reproduction techniques.

The aim of the present article is to rethink the contemporary meanings of the Oedipus
complex without robbing it of its function as an inescapable passage in psychic and sexual
development. If indeed Oedipus is a myth about knowledge of origins and about sexuality,
then it is precisely such “modern families” (Golombok 2015), in particular those created by
gay and lesbian parents who have used biotechnologies to conceive, who will reveal not
so much the complex as its complexity. In these familial geometries, the need to work out
one’s own origins by confronting the anonymity/knowability of the donors and the pres-
ence/absence of the birth mother (the surrogate), and likewise the structuring of the
child’s gender identity from the starting point of same-sex parents, inevitably stimulates
psychoanalysis to think about new and unprecedented possibilities for psychic and
affective life. We will address two themes and pose two questions about how to structure
the reading of the Oedipus complex: (1) What is the fate of gender identifications when
the exercise of parenthood is detached from the concrete figures of the father and
mother and the symbolic figures of male and female? (2) In what way will children born
by donor insemination or surrogacy have access to the knowledge of their origins when
the man who has donated his sperm or the women who have donated their ova and
carried the pregnancy are present at the scene of the conception but play no part in
the family scene?

In the past 40 years the panorama of parenthood has gone through ever more complex
permutations and the family with heterosexual parents who have conceived via

230 V. LINGIARDI AND N. CARONE



heterosexual intercourse has become only one of the possible forms of family (Golombok
2015; Preta 1999). The development of reproductive techniques such as fertilisation in
vitro and embryo transfer (FIVET) and surrogacy, in which a woman bears a pregnancy
for the intending parent(s) with the intention of handing over the resulting child, has per-
mitted lesbian and gay people, singly or in a couple, to become parents (Carone 2016;
Carone, Baiocco, and Lingiardi 2017b; Golombok 2015). At the same time, it has
brought onto the scene of conception sperm, oocyte and embryo donors, and surro-
gates—the so-called “birth others” (Ehrensaft 2005). Will the Oedipus complex as we
have always thought of it survive the structural and relational changes occurring today
in the various familial systems (De Simone 2002; Shenkman 2016)? If yes, how will its
boundaries be redrawn by judicial and cultural changes? How and in what forms will
the construction of the maternal and paternal functions, along with the children’s
expression of their psychic sexuality and their gender role, be affected by the gender
and sexual orientation of the parents?

Before starting to reflect on this it is helpful to distinguish the various types of same-sex
parent family, since each will articulate and make thinkable the answer to the questions
“Who am I?” and “Where do I come from?” in a different way.

Apart from reasons of a practical nature linked to judicial regulations and the greater
ease in becoming parents in a specific way at a specific historical moment, the choice
of how to become parents may also depend on various strategies for working through
the mourning for one’s infertility. In the case of adoption by lesbians or gay men, the het-
erosexual couple is still the one that can conceive and the lesbian or gay couple receives a
rejected baby. In elective co-parenting arrangements, the mourning for infertility is expli-
citly addressed: a lesbian woman and a gay man who are not married, cohabiting or
involved in a sexual relationship with each other have a child together and typically
raise the child in separate households. Often they (i.e. the biological parents) have part-
ners, who may thus be involved in raising the child. In this latter case there are two
loving couples who are not the generative couple. As a result, both the loving couples
will have a child. In same-sex parent families with children born in previous heterosexual
relationships, it is still the heterosexual couple who can and do conceive. Lastly, in cases of
donor insemination or surrogacy, which are the focus of this article, conception is first of all
a matter of affection and the ability and desire to care for the baby who will come into the
world. In these cases, new technical developments can compensate for the body’s limit-
ations. Nevertheless, as Ehrensaft (2000) reminds us, “you can take the reproduction out
of sex, but you cannot take the sex out of reproduction” (385). If the limitation—the con-
junction between sexuality and reproduction—can be overcome with assisted procreation
of a heterologous kind (using genetic material not belonging to the intending parental
couple), fantasies and projections referring back to the heterosexual primal scene circulate
about the modalities and protagonists of the clinical procedure.

Origin and belonging: The two families of Oedipus

We all know the myth of Oedipus, a story of abandonment and adoption. One aspect that
we generally neglect, but on which the dramatic plot hinges, concerns the existence of
two parental couples: Laius and Jocasta, a non-functioning biological couple who
abandon Oedipus and are potentially murderous; and Polybus and Merope, an adoptive
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couple who care for him and love him tenderly but do not know his origins. Thebes and
Corinth are the two places of Oedipus’s origin: the first is the place of his birth and his
abandonment, of persecutory and incestuous fantasies that conceal a transgenerational
secret (Laius’s love for Chrysippus); the second is the place of containment and growth,
and of confrontation with the unknown (the Sphinx’s riddle) that will begin the laborious
process of subjectivation (Lingiardi and Carone 2016; Richard and Wainrib 2006).

Oedipus does not know he was adopted until one day a guest at the palace of Polybus
confronts it by calling into question his likeness to his parents. Struck by the affront, he
consults the oracle at Delphi to find out the truth, and he asks not “Who am I and
where do I come from?” but “What is my destiny?” The past is projected into the future.

Appalled by the oracle’s reply, “Begone from here, accursed one! You will kill your father
and marry your mother,” and in terror lest the prophecy should come true, Oedipus
decides not to go back to Corinth and sets off for Thebes. At a meeting of three roads
(“trivium”) he gets into a fight with Laius, his biological father and King of Thebes, and
kills him. When he reaches the gates of the city, Oedipus must solve the Sphinx’s riddle
to gain admittance. Defeated, the Sphinx throws herself from the walls, smashing
herself to pieces, while Oedipus is acclaimed as king and marries the widowed Queen
Jocasta (who is his biological mother). The terrible prophecy is fulfilled and the enigma
of origins bursts out as a first act of knowledge.

Throughout the story, Oedipus will never doubt that he is the child of the Corinthian
parents who brought him up, but the lie about his Theban parents will not allow him to
come into contact with his origins, excluding him from the “benign defeat” that conflict
and knowledge bring with them (Bollas 1987). As a torment of provenance then, and
not of belonging, the myth of Oedipus tells us that origins are not chosen and cannot
be changed, but must be known and worked through nonetheless. The self-blinding
that marks the end of Oedipus is a tragedy of not knowing and therefore of failing to
work through (let us recall that to say “I know” in Greek, one uses the same verb [οἶδα]
that is used to say “I have seen”; in fact, oἶδα is the aorist of ὁράω [pron. horào = I see]:
“to know” is therefore the same as “to have seen”). Indeed, in the void of communication
the fantasied elements produced by his biological parents and maintained by his adoptive
parents will find no way to be contained, and so Oedipus goes back to Thebes to fulfil the
atrocious destiny that possesses him.

Research into adoptive parenting has led us to pay attention to the reasons, ways and
times for telling children how they were conceived and hence giving them knowledge of
their biological origin. Being denied access to information about one’s own genealogical
history can in fact contribute to the development of emotional and behavioural difficulties
in the adopted child and cause problems in the working out of his or her identity (Brod-
zinsky and Pertman 2011; Palacios and Brodzinsky 2010). With regard to families making
use of assisted reproduction, a review of the literature about the comparison between the
psychological well-being of adolescents conceived with techniques of assisted fertilisation
and adolescents conceived via heterosexual intercourse has not revealed significant differ-
ences (Ilioi and Golombok 2015). Rather, the sex of the parents and children, the child’s
age (the younger the child, the more time will be available to work through and integrate
the information received) and the process of disclosure of the adolescent’s conception
have been identified as key factors that mediate the parent–adolescent relationship in
families formed through donor insemination (Ilioi and Golombok 2015). Self-evidently,
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in families with single and same-sex parents (families with lesbian mothers have mostly
been studied) the story of origins is told sooner than in heterosexual parent families
using assisted reproduction (Beeson, Jennings, and Kramer 2011; Blake et al. 2016;
Carone et al. 2018a; Jadva et al. 2009; Murray and Golombok 2005).

Every familial configuration has to address the reconstruction of its origins. This may
be a traumatic subject, but the trauma cannot be left to its own devices because it is
then fated to go on working in the shadows. The more the origin is unknown,
repressed, denied, made (in a word) untellable, the more the trauma becomes imposs-
ible to work through. Being forbidden access to one’s own biological history is still
more problematic if we consider that children conceived by assisted reproduction or
surrogacy may acquire an implicit knowledge of their origins by involuntary communi-
cations or mistakes by the parents or others who know the facts about the child’s con-
ception (Ehrensaft 2005).

Whatever the means of conception, we cannot choose our origins. However, we have
the curiosity, the need and also the “right” to know about them, trying to maintain that
equilibrium—which is not easy to find—between the narrative uncertainties of our auto-
biography and the certainty that is sought in the ties of blood. Indeed, alongside the risk of
denial and simplification, the opposite behaviour can present itself: that of wanting to
know too much, reducing conception exclusively to the reality of the technique used. In
sending these children mentally back to their place of origin, there is thus the danger
of “refreezing” them (Ansermet 2015), of “re-test-tubing” them, of putting them back
into a laboratory. We do not believe that conception via assisted reproduction or surro-
gacy exhausts the imagination and the story of the relationship between the parents
and their sexuality. In the end, what a parent hands down to their own child is always
the mystery of the beginning of life.

The “birth other” steps into the family romance

The myth of a double parental couple lets us intuit that provenance and belonging are
aspects of the individual story that do not always coincide. Provenance corresponds to
the explicit knowledge of our own genealogy; belonging, by contrast, corresponds to
the continuity of the experience that one is somebody for others. The former is a
matter of ascertaining the biological facts; the second is a feeling of being part of a
network of affection that weaves together past and future. “My parents” are not those
who produce me as a living organism but those who think about me, accept and
support me as I acquire my subjectivity. In this sense, belonging goes back to a broader
process of identifications and exchanges that never reach a conclusion.

Why does the myth provide Oedipus with two sets of parents? What unconscious
dynamic may be revealed by this doubling of the parental imago (Quinodoz 1999)?
Freud (1909) maintains that between the age of six years and puberty, in a developmental
period during which the Oedipus complex starts to be worked through, the child develops
a “family romance,” a myth about her illegitimate origins in which she denies that she was
born to her real parents and replaces them with more prestigious parents. This doubling of
internal objects is matched by a doubling of the Ego and the affects. By means of the
family romance, the child is not only able to manifest the Oedipal ambivalence
between the need to identify and counter-identify with her parents and the need to
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repair the family relationships threatened by feelings of hate but, by attributing herself to
figures outside the family, she can also work through the depressive experience of
separation.

Therefore, the family romance expresses both a need for differentiation and a need for
attachment. In a first step, this splitting can constitute progress from a state in which the
affections are confused (Quinodoz 1999), and “love in this form and at this preliminary
stage is hardly to be distinguished from hate in its attitude towards the object” (Freud
1915, 139). In these cases, keeping the “good” a long way from the “bad” diminishes
the fear of ruining the object (Segal 1964). Nevertheless, as the child grows it is fundamen-
tal that he learns to put the parental images back together again and to integrate distinct
affects, each of which, taken in isolation, would entail an impoverishment of the Ego. In
this way, he will also be able to tolerate relationships in which intimacy is mixed with soli-
tude and come close to the other without losing his own specific nature. In other words, he
must learn to be alone in the presence of another person (Winnicott 1958).

Children born via assisted reproduction or surrogacy will have different ways of working
out their own being in the world, but we can hypothesise that they will develop along fam-
iliar lines without particular disturbances. All parents, gay men and lesbians included, are
in fact constructed out of “transgenerational fantasies,” which (still) refer, consciously and
unconsciously, to families with heterosexual parents, in other words a fantasy endowment
that inevitably interweaves sperm and ova, fathers and mothers, males and females.

And yet “tradition” does not exonerate us from hypothesising different theoretical and
clinical scenarios presented to us by the new forms of parenthood, making the relationship
with thirdness more complex. Children born to a couple via assisted reproduction or sur-
rogacy (and naturally the couple themselves) will have to deal—as adoptive families have
to—with the fantasies and sometimes with the real relationships that involve the gamete
donors and the surrogate (Blake et al. 2016; Carone, Baiocco, and Lingiardi 2017a, 2018a;
Lingiardi et al. 2016).

In families with lesbian mothers, the third may be the donor, or the medical institution
that agrees to carry out the procedure, or the child, or even the non-biological mother in
relation to the pair of birth mother and child. What the third cannot be, as is noted by
Naziri and Feld-Elzon (2012), is a male figure who stands beside one of the women to con-
ceive and grow the child with her. And yet an inkling of such a figure and the functions
attributed to him passes explicitly through the imagination of women who undertake het-
erologous fertility procedures, as if that male “seed,” simultaneously an index of presence
and absence, were a germinating cell not only in the genetic sense but also germinating a
symbolic network that goes on to construct a probably “paternal,” and certainly masculine,
area beginning with the fantasies about the donor (Ehrensaft 2000; Lingiardi et al. 2016).
When procreation is not immediately successful and a couple has to keep trying, this reac-
tivates their mourning for their infertility, often calling into question their roles within the
couple. For example, which of the two will be the biological mother this time, and with
what effect on their equilibrium?

The ways in which the steps whereby conception is achieved and the people who con-
tribute to it are also important in families with gay fathers. In this configuration it makes a
difference if the third is an anonymous ovule plus an unknown and remote surrogate, or
two fantasied women transmitted as figures present in the mind of the fathers, or again
two known women with whom the fathers maintain affectionate relations, even if at a
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distance, and to whom the children too will have access. The constant in all these scenarios
is the presence of internal parents living in the privacy of the minds of lesbian mothers and
gay fathers.

As far as the children are concerned, how will they have access to the knowledge of
their own origins when the man who has donated the sperm or the women who have
donated ovules and carried the pregnancy are present in the scene of conception but
play no part in the family scene? In line with Corbett (2001), we could hypothesise that
two “primal scenes” subsist in these children, the first consisting of fantasies about the
generative couple, and the second of fantasies about the loving couple who bring the
child up.

Which leads to a further question: how do we orient ourselves in the interweaving of
provenance and belonging when the “other family” does not exist only defensively, in
fantasy, but also in actual reality? If, unlike Freud, we think of the family romance less
as a defensive strategy, albeit at the service of separation in adolescence, than as a rela-
tional mode for “feeling at home” with the fantasies of origins and containing their
power to disturb, then the child will be able to share his fantasies about his origins with
his parents, and the parents will be able to work through together (or possibly in a clinical
setting) their unspoken fantasies about the donor or surrogate (Carone 2016; Lingiardi and
Carone 2016; Telingator and Patterson 2008). What is generated is a family reverie (Corbett
2001), a psychic and relational space where parents and children can express and learn to
tolerate fantasies of loss, feelings of alienation and persecutory experiences linked to the
presence/absence of the birth other (Ehrensaft 2005), until they can integrate them in a
coherent story of origins endowed with affect and sense.

Nevertheless, every ideal remains alive and always preserves a certain degree of fasci-
nation. The successful experience of the reality of belonging (full access to the narrative
about origins) does not entirely annul the fantasy about “other” parents who have
donated sperm and ovules and carried the pregnancy (the ideal of provenance) but
reframes it, making it more thinkable and expressible in a conscious narrative. The child
will make a comparison that is no longer a fantasy about split-off objects—the affective
and genetic parents, but also the donor or birth mother reduced to their biogenetic com-
ponent—but a real comparison with a recombined object leading to wholeness: the family
that desired him and originated him with the help of third parties.

The father in the mother, the mother in the father

Long considered the core of psychoanalysis, the architrave of the unconscious on which
our psychic development stands, the Oedipus complex risks becoming a stumbling
block for psychoanalysis now that sexual difference does not take flesh in the parents’
bodies. Extending it to families with gay and lesbian parents therefore entails a double
somersault: overcoming the controversial relationship between psychoanalysis and homo-
sexuality (see Lingiardi and Capozzi 2004) and the paradoxical confrontation with what
Freudian psychoanalysis had not foreseen, despite assuming the Oedipus complex to
be universal. And yet, in the at times contradictory complexity of his positions on the
topic of psychosexuality, Freud himself laid the basis on which the Oedipus complex
would survive the decline of the nineteenth-century bourgeois family on which it had
been modelled. In fact, recognising the polymorphism of infant sexuality and the
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extreme plasticity of the drive, Freud (1915) showed how object investments are subjected
to continual re-elaboration and how complex and polyvalent the identificatory constella-
tions of psychic life can be.

If today’s questions are (1) What is the fate of gender identifications when the exercise
of parenthood is detached from the concrete figures of the father and mother and from
the symbolic figures of male and female? and (2) Will little boys and girls with gay and
lesbian parents have dependable models of identification and comparison between
male and female?, and if psychoanalysis were to answer them by going back to a
limited interpretation within the narrow space of the original “bilocal” Oedipus complex,
it would not only be offering an inadequate lens through which to understand the evol-
ution of family structures, but it would deny the notions of “fantasy,” “sexuality” and
“unconscious” on which its theoretical apparatus stands. In other words, it would lose
its status as a universal model for knowledge and would produce an ossified version of
itself from which the opposing parts have been split off and repressed.

Biology certainly plays a decisive role in the Freudian model, and the centrality of the
Oedipus myth may convey the idea of an incontrovertible, unavoidable drama. But we
know that Freud proposes a “psychosexuality” and not a “biosexuality,” and so we must
acknowledge that the shaping of one’s object relations depends on the way each individ-
ual addresses sexual difference and the meaning attributed to it. From this perspective,
alongside the Freudian affirmation of a reality principle that coincides with the acknowl-
edgement of laws about sexual and generational difference (Freud 1911), another claim is
posited: that Oedipal resolution originates and evolves from different desires and Oedipal
processes which, in all of us, express the need for both a gender identity and a multiplicity
of genders (Benjamin 1995).

Leaving behind the metapsychological concepts of drive and goal, subsequent develop-
ments of psychoanalytic theory—attachment theory and infant research (see, for example,
Stern 1985; Winnicott 1989)—have concentrated on the role of object relations and experi-
ence with caregivers, not only as an opportunity for discharge and the gratification of needs,
but as constituent elements of the psychic structure. This has certainly—though it was not
the authors’ intention—permitted the “de-gendering” of the Oedipal scenario and its exten-
sion to include same-sex parent families. Infant research in particular reminds us that from
the first moments of life the new-born does not confuse its parents (certainly in the case of
different-sex parents, but there are no reasons to doubt that the same applies to same-sex
parents), since the infant is able to classify the experiences he or she may have with one or
the other, grasping the modes of affective regulation early on, including the quality of the
parents’ interaction as a couple, leading to the construction of what Stern (1995, 2004) calls
“schemes of being-with.” In this respect, a sort of primary triangle would exist in the infant’s
mind, one in which the new-born relates to links that the parents share as a couple, beyond
their gender and sexual orientation (Bastianini 2017; Roussillon 2014). “This mode of relation
with the object-couple,” observes Bastianini (2017, 87),

prefigures the various possibilities which the infantile psyche can play with in terms of pres-
ence, exclusion from and in the couple, until he achieves that psychic acquisition which
characterizes the oedipal experience: being alone in the presence of the couple, a couple in
which the parents are present and linked by deep affective currents. This subjective experi-
ence would prefigure the topic of the “primal scene” in which the child would be simul-
taneously included in and excluded from the object-couple.
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There is a further vertex, besides the parents’ gender and sexual orientation, from which to
think about the Oedipal configuration. Alongside the infant’s innate capacity to perceive
the quality of the responses to his emotional signals and to internalise, assimilate and
identify with the object, initially in pre-mimetic and pre-symbolic ways which are then
recast with the arrival of the capacity for symbolisation and language, it must not be for-
gotten that psychic transmission from parent to child is above a matter of split-off mental
contents in the mind of the parents (Kaës, Faimberg, and Enriquez 1993) and a process of
affect regulation (Moccia, 2016). From this perspective, the infant appropriates some of the
other’s qualities because she needs recognition and a secure attachment, and uncon-
sciously organises her responses to correlate with certain aspects of the parents’
psychic functioning (Bastianini 2017). Adapting this modality to the identification of
gender, little boys and girls try from the first moments of life to maintain an identification
with both sexes in the need/desire to have both the father and the mother as objects of
security and recognition. In harmonious situations, the identifications with the parents
allow the child to assimilate the characteristics of both, so that the child’s identification
with his or her own sex coincides with the identification with the other.

So the Oedipal crossroads is more complex than is commonly understood because space
for the third is already constructed in the caregiver–infant interaction, even before the third
appears. According to Ogden (1989), there is a transitional phase from the dyadic to the
triadic relationship that must be passed through by means of a paradox: “the mother is sim-
ultaneously experienced as father-in-mother and mother-in-father” (152–153). For Ogden, it
is the mother who “brings the phallic father to the emerging Oedipal relationship with her
son through her own internal Oedipal father, with whom she is identified” (153). It must be
pointed out that Ogden does not refer to the complementary possibility—of the father
being experienced simultaneously as mother-in-father and father-in-mother—but instead
seems to maintain the existence of a powerful and absolute original maternal, since it rep-
resents both the internal object father who confers sexual potency on the infant, and the
external object mother to whom the infant’s sexual desire is addressed. However, if we
do not superimpose the usual habit which in most families has seen, and still sees, the
mother as the primary object to whom the infant relates, onto the operational modes of
the identificatory dynamics (which act in the same way irrespective of the parents’ sexual
gender), we can hypothesise that in families where the father is the primary object of
relation or where there is a single parent, the infant can also make use of both identificatory
models, masculine (paternal) and feminine (maternal). Indeed, as we said earlier, we are all
structured on “transgenerational fantasies”modelled on identifications with both the father
and the mother who have brought us up.

Widening the field to include the understanding of the affective world and of individual
relational styles, and the recognition of the mind’s primitive mechanisms of functioning
and the precocity of object relations, the Oedipal scenario comes to detach itself from
the descriptive vignette “mother, father, and child,” to take the form of a developmental
model subjected to the laws of temporality and to an infinity of historical, geographical
and environmental variants of the family. Internalising the relational models of the care-
giving figures, and not only their biological characteristics, the sexual element can never-
theless remain a characteristic of the Oedipus complex as long as we hypothesise different
points of access to the Oedipal constellations: a primary one and a secondary one (Messler
Davies 2015).

INT J PSYCHOANAL 237



In what sense? In the little child with a future homosexual orientation, the primary
Oedipal configuration will involve erotic fantasies towards the parent or significant others
of the same sex, while the secondary Oedipal configuration will take into account erotic fan-
tasies towards the parent or significant others of the opposite sex; the reverse will be the
case in children with a heterosexual orientation. Therefore, we cannot maintain, as André
Green does (1991, 142), that “the causality of origins is and can only be a fantasy of the
body, about the body and bodies—including those of our parents who are our origin,”
since the child’s investigations go well beyond curiosity about the parents’ bodies or the
relationship between them, whether homosexual or heterosexual. Thus, what structures
the Oedipus complex is not so much the possibility of identifications with specific sexed
bodies as the possibility of finding one’s own place within the familial scene.

In this context we are helped by Loewald’s reflection on parricide. In the act of parricide,
Loewald (1979) tells us, “It is a parental authority that is murdered; by that, whatever is
sacred about the bond between child and parent is violated… Parricide is a crime
against the sanctity of such a bond” (755), since it implies a revolt against parental auth-
ority and the claims of authority over the child. So the Oedipal conflict does not represent
a response to the threat of castration but the passionate affirmation of an “active urge for
emancipation” (757), a battle to acquire autonomy, responsibility, authority. In order for
the conflict to occur and the child to acquire her proper place, “opponents are required”
(ibid.). When the child cannot confront a benevolent parental authority, the possibility “to
safely murder” the parent in fantasy is ruled out (Ogden 2006), resulting in the renuncia-
tion of separateness and individuation and the maintenance of a relationship with a
primary object with which to tend (defensively) towards fusion and undifferentiation. As
Ogden explains in his re-reading, although Loewald speaks of “parricide,” he does not
specify “father” and “mother” but refers to the parent as the child’s “other than oneself.”
Since, in most cases, it is the mother who performs the early care and becomes the
object of the primary relationship, the function of differentiation attributed to the father
is not derived from his sexed body but from his being third or “second other” in the
mother–child relationship.

Therefore, more than anything else, the Oedipus complex sanctions a change (from the
dilemma of sexual differences to the complexity of the familial geometry) and involves a
game of relations and positions (from dyad to triad) in which the child is interested in
solving a mystery, entering into possession of a secret, since the parents possess and
exchange secrets, provoking a sense of exclusion. This reading allows us to grasp the evol-
utionary function of the Oedipal triangle: if it were castration anxiety that differentiated
the boy from his mother and urged him to a greater identification with the father, we
would be dealing with a substitute identification which, not being exposed to conflict,
leads to the failed resolution of the complex. Instead, as Bollas (1992, 230) emphasises,
in a good enough Oedipus complex, the child

realizes in quite a profound way that the father preceded the child’s relation to the mother,
and it is recognition of such precedents—on the part of both boy and girl—that is an identifi-
cation: a correct identification of one’s place, of one’s position in time, that informs the child of
the mother’s prior desire.

This allows the child to feel not only rivalry but also love for the father, and to feel included
and welcome in family and social life. Thanks to this identification, the child will have
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learned to regulate his need to regress to a state of fusion with the object when reality is
too painful to be faced alone (with the transition from being to resembling the object) and
the need to detach oneself when the relationship with a too mirroring object takes on the
likeness of an annihilating embrace (with the transition from having to recognising the
object).

If it is the capacity to regulate dependency and separateness that enables an authentic
relationship with an otherness that is not simply assimilated or imitated, why can this func-
tion not be internalised when the parents are a same-sex couple? Is it not perhaps psychic
bisexuality that is able to contain the multiple and contradictory possibilities of identifi-
cation beyond the “obstacles” posed by the body? May we not perhaps take the view
that the Freudian idea “anatomy is destiny” (Freud 1924) has been (theoretically and
socially) “superseded”? Is it not perhaps anatomy, in a context of gender polarity and
unequal responsibility for bringing up children, that explains what is often perceived as
the “lack” of the woman (Benjamin 1988)? Isn’t it the totality of the child’s relationship
with the parent (or with the parents as a couple, whether of the same or different
genders) that, by means of identifications and counter-identifications, builds the develop-
mental fabric of his or her identity? In each of us a fantasy of bisexuality continues to exist
even after the Oedipus complex has been overcome. We are not referring to the desire to
have the sexual attributes of both sexes or to the choice of love object (Fast 1984), but
rather to the possibility of keeping together masculine and feminine, active and
passive, the identifications with both sexes (Lingiardi 2007). Previously, Winnicott (1966)
had observed that in the mind of every individual the representation of the self with its
own gender coexists with a self-representation of the opposite sex, to the point where
a person capable of integrating these aspects and maintaining a fluidity and flexibility
towards each part of him or herself could feel that they have within them a woman-
Ego or a man-Ego, without thereby compromising their perception of themselves as
belonging to one or other gender. From this viewpoint, union and separateness would
represent a dialectic of the mind and not polarities attributable to maternal/feminine
and paternal/masculine. What this dialectic generates is a symbolic thought capable of tol-
erating ambiguity and becoming creative (Aron 1995; Britton 1989), knowing how to hold
two contrasting ideas together in the mind at the same time without merging or splitting
them.

Cournut (1997) calls this type of bisexuality “bisexualité à trois.” It is the condition in
which children, but also adults, can fantasise the encounter between a man or a
woman with their characteristics, identifying with one or other of the two partners, in
other words attuning oneself to two distinct models. This three-person bisexuality
allows the subject to identify more or less deeply with the images of father and mother
that everyone carries inside them, coming to terms in this way with the destiny of their
own body. Bisexuality “à deux,” on the other hand, is in fact a pseudo-bisexuality since
it deletes one of the two members of the couple: there is only a mother + a little boy or
a father + a little girl.

Hypothesising a condition of “three-person bisexuality” does not mean denying the
importance of the sexed body (the parents’ and, potentially, the child’s) as crucial in reg-
ulating public and social interaction and as a continuing and inevitable source of investi-
gations and preoccupations (Lingiardi 2018). Nor must it lead us to neglect a series of
factors that locate the parents’ sexed bodies as one of the cruxes from which infantile
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psychic life originates and develops. For example, the person who takes care of the child
“is not an asexual object, [but] is also an object with a reality of her/his own, bearer of
desire and of his/her own sexuality which enters the primary relationship” (Marion 2017,
58). Or else, that the child herself attributes meaning and regulates the sexual excitement
she experiences from her own body also by comparison, real and fantasied, with the
parents’ bodies. Or again, that the sexed body remains the point of origin of the
Oedipal and pre-Oedipal fantasies that are steeped in the archaic anxieties and conflicts
that follow the discovery of having two parents of different sexes and the fantasy of
having been betrayed (Klein 1928, 1945) and also, in the case of children born by third-
party reproduction and brought up by gay or lesbian parents, the fantasy of having
been abandoned by one or both (biological/genetic) parents. Or finally, that children
with parents of different sexes and children with parents of the same sex experiment
with different psychogenetic levels of symbolisation. Indeed, on the one hand, all children
struggle consciously and unconsciously with the psychic transmission of the represen-
tation of sexual difference in their parents (Bastianini 2017). On the other, whereas in chil-
dren with parents of opposite sexes their fantasies about sexual difference derive from two
“real” and present sexually different bodies, in children with two parents of the same sex
their fantasies about sexual difference derive from one “real” and one “absent” body.

The destiny and development of these psychogenetically different fantasies are still
little known while we wait for clinical situations that might clarify the way they unfold
in the analytic setting. The analysis of parents and children who belong to these new famil-
ial geometries may generate fertile thoughts in the analyst precisely because of their
impact on the radical nature of Freudian discourse on sexuality, adult and infantile, and
on its unconscious workings. The concept of psychosexuality should indeed continue to
remind us of the close relationship between mind and body, “the roots of the former in
the latter” (Marion 2017, 15), and at the same time that “the body for Freud is always rep-
resentation of the body” (Birksted-Breen 1993, 22), a place therefore of the greatest trans-
formability and performativity (Butler 1990, 2004) where, from the viewpoint of the
unconscious, nothing allows us to distinguish masculine from feminine. Therefore, our
gender is constructed first of all by the object-relational matrix of the parental function
(maternal for Chodorow 1978), not by the phallic expression of the sexual drives, but by
indeterminate and controversial meanings modelled and remodelled by an emotional
self that is constructed and reconstructed throughout life (Chodorow 2011). In this
respect, three-person bisexuality becomes a developmental achievement at which we
arrive by internalising the primal scene and upon which we draw when the time
comes for us to fulfil a containing parental role (traditionally considered “maternal”)
or a normative one (traditionally considered “paternal”). Therefore, from birth
onwards, the infant is in a relationship with otherness and develops an internal rep-
resentation of these dynamically variable functions, no longer rigidly codified on the
basis of sex or generation as was once the case. In this respect, the objection “boys
and girls need both figures,” so common when same-sex parenthood is perceived as
the prelude to undifferentiation, grasps a central feature of the question: the necessary
figures are images in the mind, psychic functions that relate to “doing” and “being”
(Winnicott 1966). The fact that these maternal and paternal symbolic codes cohabit
in every one of us could explain why children with gay and lesbian parents grow up
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satisfactorily, achieving a mature and not confused but, if anything, more flexible sexual
identity (Biblarz and Stacey 2010).

From this perspective, the subject would be constituted not only through gender
identifications but through developmental sequences, not always coherent and linear,
which are constructed intersubjectively with the caregivers and lead to compromise for-
mations between multiple affective states, bodily self, styles of language and thought
which our cultural, biographical and familial transitions make available (Birksted-Breen
1993; Lingiardi 2015). The more or less favourable outcomes of this idiomatic construction
will depend not only on the interweaving of the child’s Oedipal and pre-Oedipal levels, but
also on how the parents have structured their own gender identity, on their way of
mutually agreeing a more containing and a more normative function, on the authenticity
of their desire for a child, and on their readiness to acknowledge its otherness, in other
words on the early relational experiences and on the parents’ real characteristics, which
are not guaranteed by either their legal sexual status or their sexual orientation.

Since “any recognition of identity is first and foremost a recognition of separateness”
(McDougall 1978, 150), it will be the parent’s ability, even when the third is materially
absent, to preserve a symbolic space in his or her own mind that will determine a positive
solution to this unavoidable developmental crux. Therefore, “same-sex parenthood” (not
to be confused with “monosexuality”), in which the presence of a third in the mind lightens
the relationship, prevents imprisonment in the claustrum of a relationship without devel-
opmental outlets and moderates the investment in the child in such a way that he or she
does not become a target for the parent’s projections, a receptacle for narcissistic gratifi-
cations or the object of (reactive?) self-denying devotion.

From the complex to complexity

In 1931, just when psychoanalysis was crowning Oedipus as the fundamental psychic
structure, Otto Fenichel was writing that “to assume that the Oedipus complex has this
phylogenetic root is by no means to contradict the notion that the complex itself is
bound to change when the institution of the family disappears or changes” (1931, 220).
If we do not limit the experience of the other solely to the difference between the
sexes, but extend it to an intrapsychic and intersubjective functioning, then parenthood
can be harmoniously practised both by the couple and by the single individual indepen-
dently of gender or sexual orientation.

In whatever family geometry children are born into, at a certain point it is inevitable that
they will seek an answer to questions about their origin, their identity and that of the people
who conceived and bore them; and this is irrespective of the more or less harmonious com-
plexity of their identificatory processes. In this respect, families with gay and lesbian parents
are inventing nothing new (Heineman 2004), and the Oedipal myth survives because in tri-
angulation (“ovule–sperm–product of conception,” but also “parent 1–parent 2–child”) the
child learns that ambivalence exists along with pre-existing bonds from which she is
excluded, and within a triadic relationship confronts the difference between generations,
the intuition of adult sexuality, the similarity and difference between the sexes, the experi-
ence of gratification linked to inclusion and belonging, and the frustration linked to exclu-
sion and lack. The difference from families with heterosexual parents lies in the way the
invariants of the Oedipus complex (the incest taboo and the difference between the
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sexes and the generations) are re-read as acquisitions that children and parents gain not
through an automatic association between sex/gender and psychological functions associ-
ated with these categories, but by integrating mental functions before physical models.

And what can psychoanalysis do? For psychoanalysis it is still a matter of privileging the
functioning of the mind, which is “the specific characteristic of our species,” even when the
detachment from a biological coherence entails a cascading series of consequences of
which we are not clearly aware (Ferro 2016). By introducing a discontinuity first
between sexuality and procreation and then between procreation and gestation,
science has transformed the conditions within which the family can be formed, ending
up by revealing the “naturalistic illusion” both of the traditional notion of the family and
of the desire to reproduce and become parents.

The task of psychoanalysis is neither to justify conservatism nor to maintain an extrava-
gant enthusiasm for every way of having children that raises the bar of what is possible. If
anything, it is the job of understanding après-coup the permutations of thirdness, the rep-
resentations of the primal scene, and the integration of sexual difference in the case of
same-sex parenthood through assisted reproduction or surrogacy, in which the loving
couple never coincides with the generative couple (Fine 2015; Holovko and Thomson-
Salo 2017; Mann 2014). The ethical problem that confronts psychoanalysis in the face of
what Marion has called “biotechnological vertigo” (2017, 106) is how to support and
make thinkable the desire for parenthood when the assisted reproduction techniques
are needed in order to achieve it; how to help the individual to acknowledge the risk
and to withdraw from pursuing it when such a choice takes the form of enacting the
search for a narcissistic complement to the intending parent’s own identity.

Scientific research (Baiocco et al. 2018; Carone et al. 2018b, 2019; Golombok 2015; Pat-
terson 2017) and clinical practice (Ehrensaft 2005) agree in affirming that, rather than
sexual orientation, it is the psychic quality of the bonds within families and the represen-
tations that we have of these bonds that condition the quality of children’s psychic devel-
opment and their affective and relational stability. At the moment we do not know if or in
what way the plurality of identifications will undermine the stability of internal and exter-
nal bonds and will prefigure a subject who, since we are being impelled towards greater
psychic complexity, becomes more uncertain and less stable (Bastianini 2017; Loewald
1979). But we do know that “just as infants must develop, so must our theories about
what they experience and who they are” (Stern 1985, 277).

By its nature, psychoanalysis has the function of containing the fear of the new and
unknown in order to deconstruct and reformulate its own models so that, as it explores,
it extends the space of knowledge. “Oedipus may well embody and signify this challenge
of the unprecedented, the relationship with a story and a dynamic identity that is different
every time” (Beaune and Rea 2010, 147–148). Sophocles’ tragedy indicates a way of dis-
charging this function: a balanced and patient access to knowledge, above all when we
venture into little-known territories. Like not wanting to know, wanting to know too
much and too quickly can lead to catastrophe.
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