

The Absent Father Effect on Daughters

The Absent Father Effect on Daughters investigates the impact of absent – physically or emotionally – and inadequate fathers on the lives and psyches of their daughters through the perspective of Jungian analytical psychology. This book tells the stories of daughters who describe the insecurity of self, the splintering and disintegration of the personality and the silencing of voice.

Issues of fathers and daughters reach to the intra-psychic depths and archetypal roots, to issues of self and culture, both personal and collective. Susan E. Schwartz illustrates the maladies and disappointments of daughters who lack a father figure and incorporates clinical examples describing how daughters can break out of idealizations, betrayals, abandonments and losses to move towards repair and renewal. The book takes an interdisciplinary approach, expanding and elucidating Jungian concepts through dreams, personal stories, fairy tales and the poetry of Sylvia Plath, along with psychoanalytic theory, including André Green’s ‘dead father effect’ and Julia Kristeva’s theories on women and the body as abject.

Examining daughters both personally and collectively affected by the lack of a father, The Absent Father Effect on Daughters is highly relevant for those wanting to understand the complex dynamics of daughters and fathers to become their authentic selves. It will be essential reading for anyone seeking understanding, analytical and depth psychologists, other therapy professionals, academics and students with Jungian and post-Jungian interests.

Susan E. Schwartz is a Jungian analyst and clinical psychologist in Arizona, USA. As a member of the International Association of Analytical Psychology she has taught and presented at conferences and workshops in the United States and worldwide. She has several articles and book chapters on these aspects of Jungian psychology. Her website is www.susanschwartzphd.com.


‘Truly something new and original on the daughter–father connection. Schwartz explains how and why daughters remain enmeshed with fathers whom, for whatever reason, have been less than good-enough. There is no demonization; rather, an exquisite compassion shines through. Whilst she writes as a clinician – and a really good one, as her account of working with dreams shows – Schwartz offers something that, by definition really, applies to every woman and the majority of men who will read it.’

– Andrew Samuels, author of The Plural Psyche: Personality, Morality and the Father and editor of The Father: Contemporary Jungian Perspectives

‘How do you have an incest fantasy about someone who isn’t there; or if they are, they terrify? How do you mourn the loss of someone you never knew, of a relationship you never had? Drawing on her life’s work as a clinician, the author deftly goes to the heart of trauma in the father-daughter relationship: showing how connecting to the archetypal father and collective experience a healing can begin.’

– Dale Mathers, Jungian analyst, UK

‘Susan Schwartz has written a much-needed book about fathers and daughters, one that addresses the psychic damage of the “emotionally absent and deadened father”, which “affects a daughter’s body, mind and soul”. With compassion, wisdom and a Jungian theoretical and clinical understanding of the psyche, Schwartz places this psychological dilemma in a wider context of psychoanalysis and the depth psychologies. Her clinical examples are apt and her passionate encouragement for us to understand this issue is inspiring.’

– Margaret Klenck, MDiv, LP, Jungian analyst and past president of the Jungian Psychoanalytic Association, New York, USA
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Sublime and severe, the rock is supremely dangerous; for it takes whatever it wants and offers no explanation. It is power and might without love and grace; the god of an old testament, the Ancient of Days.

Gillian Rose, Love’s Work (1996, pp. 48–49)
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Introduction

This is a love story, but an unrequited one. It is about the needs a daughter has for a father figure, made more prominent and painful when he is absent. A daughter is left to cope in countless ways with the difficulties encountered when her father is not there. The presence of the father’s absence affects a daughter’s body, mind and soul. I contend it is this presence of absence that is most harmful. Additionally, absence is accentuated because it implies a space to be filled and the need to attend to the lack. Absence is also significantly ‘a call for the potential of the positive to emerge … it allows for new thought and fresh experience’ (Kohon, 1999, pp. 114–15). For the many reasons detailed throughout this book, the father is an important aspect of the psyche and significant for development of a daughter’s psychological and physical life expressed personally and culturally. ‘The father is decisive in the destiny of the individual’ (Jung, 1961, p. 303). Jung’s quote reminds us of the value of a loving father for a daughter’s growth.

This book develops the idea that overidentification with or ignorance of the absent father has serious ramifications. A daughter can become unconscious and inwardly empty, without connection to herself. Here, I pay specific attention to the absent father–daughter dynamics, even though other factors affect her development, such as her mother, culture and learned gender roles and styles. Of note is that when there is no father, a daughter is left wondering if she is valued and worthy of love from herself and others. When her father cannot see, regard or be with her, she has a hole in her heart; the threads of her personality rupture. She is placed on the journey to repair and join the missing pieces together. Consider Sarah Kofman’s words on the ‘pathos of distance’:

which separates two types of life that have always already been in existence: the one flourishing and superabundant, projecting its own excess into things and embellishing them; the other degenerate, able only to impoverish the world by reducing it to the narrow and ugly measure of the concept, in order to spite itself and out of resentment toward life.

(Kofman, 1994, p. 20)

The situation of a father’s absence implies the question of how a father dreams of his daughter. What does he wish for her? When absent, he has not realized her needs for good attachment or how he might damage her by his withdrawal. This lack of regard creates delicate areas within the daughter punctuated with various psychological impasses. Because she does not appear in his vision, she receives no reflection from him, impeding her self-development.

I explore this topic from the perspective of Jungian analytical psychology with its particular in-depth approach to the personality. This includes the unconscious made apparent in father complexes, archetypes and symbols appearing in a daughter’s life and dreams. Each of these aspects reveals the origins of fathers and daughters, the potentials and paradoxes, the issues and problems and their release and resolution. How the father is imagined and perceived comes to us through books, media of all kinds, mythology, fairy tales, movies and literature. Depending on each culture and era, the father takes on somewhat different roles and images that reflect his presence in our collective and personal psyches.

This book evolved from being privy to the numerous stories told in Jungian analytical psychotherapy by daughters with absent fathers. It derived from colleagues, friends and personal experiences of the deprivation suffered without a father’s love and care. These daughters emoted the needs, longings and wishes for the presence of a good father. This common and necessary desire has sadly gone unmet through generations. The need for the love of a father is made more painful and apparent by its absence and loss. The accompanying melancholy and the residual lack remain palpable. Here I trace the array of feelings and the effects on women bonded to the father not there.

The topics range from the negative father complex, to the daddy’s girl or the puella archetype and narcissism, as interpreted in Jungian analytical psychology. The book also explores other approaches to the absent father, including the perspectives of French psychoanalyst André Green on the dead father effect, British Jungian analyst Hester Solomon on the ‘as-if’ personality and the body collapse in autoimmune disease applied to the theory of abjection from French psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva. Of interest to therapy professionals is a chapter addressing issues of transference/countertransference and the reflective, symbolic and transcendent functions providing healing.

The book has relevance for those wanting to understand the complex dynamics of daughters and fathers affecting personality development and the capacity to be authentically true to one’s self. Each of the chapters addresses multiple responses to a father’s absence, and each personal story has collective repercussions. The focus is on daughters and fathers to help shed light not only on the symptoms and problems but also on the treatment and hope. The chapters contain composite examples of daughter narratives and their subsequent journey through dreams, interior reflections and relationships. This book is composed of their stories and the emotional events encountered in therapy along the way to self-discovery. The narrations allow readers to identify with the private and intimate examples of the obstacles expressing life tensions and challenges and the possibilities for development. Interspersed are quotes from a variety of writers. As Adam Phillips reminds us: ‘Our passionate selves are our best selves: and a passionate life is only possible, by definition, if we can make our passions known: to ourselves … There can be no passion – without representation. … Passion entails circulation and exchange’ (Phillips, 1999, p. 166).
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Chapter 1

The parallax

DOI: 10.4324/9780429343728-1

We hear endlessly all around us that unvarying sound which is not an echo from without, but the resonance of a vibration from within.

Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way (1922, p. 93)

A parallax, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is a word referring to the apparent displacement and change in the position of an object relative to other objects. What changes is the observer’s sight directed towards the object. The word originates from the Greek and the French meaning to change, exchange and also to include other viewpoints. This exploration is a window through which to perceive the father absence, a parallax focusing on the grimmer perspectives. These narrations are meant to evoke, to escape the fetters and the devitalizing depression, and subsequently to bring out self-assertion and creation. They illustrate and reveal the complicated map of the psyche. The dynamics form a kaleidoscope of images revealing disturbances of the soul, the misalignments and the repair.

To find her centre a daughter has to turn inwards to find her life story. The parallax of her perspectives alters by recognizing the disturbances from the absent father. Sifting through and peeling off the layers of time, learned responses, the wishes covering reality takes a long time. Through all this the daughter begins to feel, think, reflect and discover herself.

Personal and collective reflections open the wounds to reveal damages and patterns, allowing the daughter to discover what can be transformed. My emphasis in this book is on the exploration of psychological life affected by the absent father personally and collectively. Focus on the daughter herself is a parallax, a twist and a purposeful change of emphasis. The daughter is one of the female archetypes in need of exploration (Porterfield, Polette, & Baumlin, 2009, p. 4) to foster individual and collective healing. To unravel the issues caused by father absence, the daughter recollects what was lost and damaged. Personally, culturally and psychologically a daughter finds her way through the generations of cumulative wounds, losses and absences, and, in the process, diverges from her father’s way onto her own way.

A myth of betrayal

In the ancient Greek myth of Iphigenia, her father, Agamemnon, in essence sacrificed her to get a good wind to sail to the Trojan War. While the Greek army was preparing to set sail for Troy, Agamemnon killed a sacred deer, angering the goddess Artemis. Artemis calmed all winds, so the ships could not set sail. The seer Calchas informed Agamemnon that to appease the goddess he had to sacrifice Iphigenia. Reluctant at first, Agamemnon was forced in the end to agree. He lied to his daughter and his wife, saying that Iphigenia was to marry Achilles before they left. The mother and daughter happily went to the port of Aulis, only to discover the horrible truth. Achilles, unaware his name had been used in this lie, tried to prevent the sacrifice. Iphigenia then decided to sacrifice herself in honour and of her own volition. The most popular version of what happened afterwards is that at the moment of sacrifice Artemis substituted a deer for Iphigenia and the seer Calchas, who was the only witness, remained silent. Artemis brought Iphigenia to the city of Tauris where she then became the goddess’s priestess.

This myth brings forth the archetypal story of betrayal by a father using his daughter for his benefit, resulting in her demise. She is damaged by her father’s personal greed and need for glory. Like so many stories and realities, it reveals one of the many iterations of the daughter betrayed, abandoned and killed, be it physically, as in this story, or psychologically.

From childhood we create complex, ongoing narratives from words, body language, emotions, images, rituals and interactions to articulate our life. Psychic growth occurs in relation to a father and a daughter’s experiences with him. When a father is absent, he neglects the relationship with his daughter. He becomes associated with yearning, sadness, frustrated love, anger and rage, oppression and desire. These contradictory feelings cause stress to body and soul, and from this comes the urgent need for the daughter to find herself.

The emphasis here is on the father’s betrayal, his breaking of the good paternal promise, the deprivation of support and love and its effects on the daughter’s mind, body and love for self and other. ‘The primary context in which betrayal is experienced is the family, for it is there that the first love pact is sealed, a pact that menaces and at the same time makes possible individual psychological birth’ (Carotenuto, 2015, p. 43). An absent father oppresses to the extent he is and is not there. His absence contributes to a self-image as inadequate, infantile and dutiful. The daughter might also be ambivalent about her life, angry and depressed.

The father is supposed to foster emotional life and value but does not. What the daughter gets instead of love is emptiness which she can neither securely attach to nor separate from. This is often accompanied by masochistic and unloving attitudes, mostly turned onto herself. The result is confusion and denial of autonomy. She is, in effect, imprisoned with the absent father and in this place remains unconscious. The disturbance caused by an absent father early in life can set up a daughter to hate and distance herself not only from him but also from other males and be unable to access the range of the masculine and the feminine within herself.

Many daughters are raised on the myth of the daughter–father romance. But is this myth really true? Why has this story been accepted as true even when a father has rarely been present? Remaining faithful to the myth of the father who rules and has authority has ramifications as the daughter renounces the meaning for her existence (Carotenuto, 2015, p. 52). The absence of a father sets a daughter up for anguish and disappointment, often killing her creativity and life force. Her endeavours are stamped with depression, anxiety and disturbed relationships.

Aurora dreamt there was a line of men in hats and suits. Her father was with them at a distance from her. The men had cameras from her father’s era. She could go with them. However, she noticed another man dressed in modern clothes, sitting on the side of the road at a table full of lovely things from the father’s era. He suggested she sit down, and as she did so he gave her an iPhone filled with photos of her current home, the area across the street and one of her favourite women poets.

As we discussed the dream, Aurora did not think to associate the men with her father. Although this might be an obvious association, she had been so hurt by him and cruelly rejected she had erased all else but the dull reaction of duty.

The dream brought up memories of his emotional stoicism and lack of love or kindness. Her father was absent in quite radical ways, even bordering on the perverse in his lack of attention. Out in the world he was lauded and the centre of attention, a quite charismatic man. At home, however, he was mean and selfish, a patriarchal presence, stern, demanding, forbidding, rarely present, filled with rules of how to be, pointing out how she fell short. The contrast was confusing, and she could tell no one how she suffered his lack of love. Who would believe her? Moreover, he ignored her or his comments to her were derisive. Nothing she did gained any good recognition. Yet she anticipated his coming home when he did. He had an extensive library, and she snuck out the books she loved to read. She did not tell him because she knew she would be punished or put down. Yet he was better than her mother who ignored her altogether.

In the dream the man by the roadside, although sitting down with a cane and seemingly tired, had lovely things from the father’s era. She could take a picture with the iPhone, a modern camera, and see the surroundings from her viewpoint. She did not have to go the father’s way, although the dream paradoxically recognized some value there. Perhaps she had yet to discover the value as it had been obstructed by his abrupt, cold and dismissive manner towards her. Currently she was at a crossroads: a relationship had ended, her career was in question, physical issues needed attention. The dream and her associations illustrated the divergence from the father, his rules and authoritarianism. Had she, however, retained an unconscious identification with him although she had determined to be otherwise?

Her primary relationship for many years was with someone equally distant and unemotional, someone who wanted things done but who expressed little warmth and connection. She had to keep proving her worth. She did not get her needs met, but then she was not in touch with them. She had no place to get care. Long ago she had learned not to go to her father for anything as he would just be cold and forbidding and accuse her of wanting too much. Even as a child she could not ask for his attention. She avoided him so much she had few memories and did not ever question the situation, as there were no answers. Over the years, at each upsetting or shocking event, she kept emotions locked up inside herself, never sharing them as she felt rejected and shut off. She defied her father with her ambition and intellect, needing to prove her worth and him wrong. All her energy went into her career as a high-level executive, and she often worked 100 hours a week.

After her father died, she recognized the emptiness of her emotional life and left the relationship with the woman who felt like her family. Although the relationship had been emotionally empty, it was all she knew. When we began meeting, she was in her mid-forties and this was her first therapeutic venture into her interior self. Over time she began to value what proved to be her rich inner world, looking forward to the feelings she now noticed, the dreams she recorded and the thoughts she had. She became eager to learn more and to put the pieces of her life together. From her father’s absence and his lack of emotionality and putting her needs down, she had learned self-avoidance. This had repeated itself in her primary relationship for 15 years, until after her father’s death when the emotions came pouring out. As she said, she had blown apart her life and was eagerly exploring what she had formerly ignored.

Catastrophe of absence

When absent, a father cannot reflect to a daughter a separate and individual self. Instead, he represents a locus of distress, and she searches anxiously and in vain for connection. She is disappointed in the shattering of wishes while retaining an attitude of denial concerning what has happened. The catastrophe of absence takes time to recognize. ‘The only paradises cannot be those that are lost, but those that are unlocked as a result of coercion, reluctance, cajolery and humiliation, their thresholds crossed without calm prescience, or any preliminary perspicacity’ (Rose, 1996, p. 35). Digesting reality slowly brings the demise of the pretend fantasy father. In order to make sense of what is not understandable, a daughter often accepts blame for their lack of relationship. As Jung commented, ‘Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate’ (Jung, 1968, para. 126).

The absence of father love includes his enactment of ambivalent, inconsistent or downright hostile behaviours with and around the daughter. The world becomes rejecting, and she is static, refusing it all – passion, love, feeling, emotion, being. She needs help out of this incomprehensible catastrophe, help to not take it in and re-create the loss internally and in other relationships. The absence is ‘an intermediary situation between presence … and loss’ (Urribarri, 2017). In other words, and from a perspective seeking personality expansion, absence stands in the centre of the experiences of presence and loss.

The absence of a personal father impacts the way a daughter internalizes the collective psychological and social norms influencing her identity. Frustration and anger turn not outwards to the father, as he is not there, but inwards towards herself. For many daughters to face this means confronting the unacceptable, the disillusions, betrayals and lies, which are also promulgated by society and culture.

The father’s distance can be measured in the psychic space created by his absence. Facing this, she can no longer deny what it is to be without love, regard and importance. Behind hate for the father absence is the desire for love, which can become a fascination that can rivet the daughter to the father. Curiously this lure becomes stronger when a father has not offered himself for identification and does not welcome the daughter into his life. Nevertheless, and even more so because he is absent, he remains significant in her mind.

The lost, absent father demands attention at the same time he has been withholding it. Given all this, how curious it is that there has been such a scarcity of reflection on the father as a significant member of the family; how unconscious he has remained yet how prominent. Coming to terms with this history – both personal and cultural, conscious and unconscious – is a complex process. The stories included here are narrated to undo the accumulated repressions. The process requires entering this labyrinth, through the desire, anxiety, pain, mourning and unconsciousness to open other experiences. In confronting the father issues the daughter trespasses the former idealized father, absent in so many ways, to access what is real. This situation reflects the impoverishment that is attributed to the early traumatizing experiences with the longed for and idealized other (Solomon, 2004, p. 639).

According to the Oxford English Dictionary the word absent means ‘the state of being away from a place or person … the nonexistence or lack’. Absence includes the father’s emotional absence, even if he is physically present. The explication of these dynamics and their effects is underlaid with the hope that fathers and daughters emerge out of old entrenched positions into conscious and fulfilling relationships. In relation to this Jung said:

We are confronted, at every new stage in the differentiation of consciousness to which civilization attains, with the task of finding a new interpretation appropriate to this stage, in order to connect the life of the past that still exists in us with the life of the present, which threatens to slip away from it.

(Jung, 1959, p. 267)

The agonies of absence do not fade away. The conflicts, confusion, self-doubt and depression are strongly felt. Until relatively recently, a rather strangely unexplored and pervasive conspiracy of silence surrounded the daughter–father relationship. It was not discussed or addressed, and it was assiduously ignored. Past child-rearing practices obfuscated the effects of the father not being there or, conversely, being there but not there at the same time. Still, despite the widespread and almost collective character of these experiences, Western culture has tended to underestimate the necessity for a father’s strong involvement from the beginning of a daughter’s life.

Historically, the daughter was considered to be of little value and was property for barter. She belonged to the father and his way so thoroughly that his absence or how he acted, especially in regard to her, went unquestioned. The untouched space around fathers culturally, personally and psychologically submerged his influence into the unconscious. We might think this more prevalent in the past, but it is still notable in the current family dynamics of Western culture. Although written years ago, the following is applicable. Donald Winnicott, British psychoanalyst and paediatrician, said, ‘the little depth or detail about the role of the father was also because he had such a small definition in the family and was not significant as a male person there’ (1995, p. 142). Too many fathers still assume the needed emotion and care will come from the mother, thereby cheating themselves and their daughters.

In their meagre offerings and without the experiences of loving fathers, daughters are left with a gaping hole where father love should be. He has contagious effects when present in an absent way. The daughter might try to please or save the father to obtain a semblance of parenting. Some choose to be different from him whereas others are compliant and unconsciously remain prisoners to the past. French psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva commented:

The self – wounded, incomplete, empty, is felt to have a fundamental flaw, a congenital deficiency. Such logic presupposes a severe super-ego and a complex dialectic of idealization and devalorization, both of self and other. It is an identification with the loved/hated other – through incorporation, introjection, projection – that is effected by the taking into oneself of an ideal, sublime, part or trait of the other and that becomes the tyrannical inner judge.

(1992, p. 6)

The previous description applies to a daughter emptied of self, not knowing how to find herself as she has taken in an empty father.

Fathering has to do with past and future relations, events and emotions. What follows from this is a progressive identification of difference. Its process and message originate with the father as other (Perelberg, 2018, p. 24). In this position the presence of a father is important for finding reflection, knowledge and separation. It is also through father as other that a daughter comes to experience herself. This is the very experience replicated and repaired through the therapeutic relationship.

Diverse psychoanalytic and cultural concepts have portrayed the father figure as powerful, idolized, an impervious entity promising protection and guidance but remaining the ultimate authority. When it comes to the daughter, traditional Freudian psychoanalytic thinking has addressed the myth of the Oedipal father and son, but that of the daughter and father has not garnered so much attention. In Greek mythology, the focus is not on the female but more on the father and son as primary, the daughter as secondary and rather insignificant, typically depicted with lack. Jung himself was a father with four daughters, and he hardly addressed the daughter–father relationship. He wrote one essay on the father.

What has been ignored or given insufficient attention creates upset. ‘[B]efore we can … face the future … we have … to remember the needs of our instinctive, intuitive, natural self’ (Meier, 1985, p. 56). This means a recognition of that which has never left and remains within the psyche, just waiting for attention. Admittedly, the dynamics depicted here are slanted on the bleaker side to emphasize the effects of father absence and lack on daughters. However, the appeal is to fathers who also benefit from experiencing their daughters in healthy ways.

Absence overshadows

To climb steep hills requires slow pace at first.

William Shakespeare, Henry VIII (1613), Act I, scene 1, line 131

This situation of absence references the shadow in Jungian analytical psychology, referring to those aspects remaining undeveloped, unseen and ignored with repercussions for both daughters and fathers. The father attachment made of his absence can negatively manifest in the daughter’s restless anxiety or depression; her spirit may be desperate, squashed and bereft. Because of father absence, parts of her psyche remain inaccessible, untouched and unconscious. The gaps connote disjunction between conscious and unconscious, distorting reality. From the absent father, she has learned to not want too much, not say too much, not climb too high.

The more consciousness is taken over by ignoring the effect of the absent father, the more absence creates a blank space and she is lost in a maze. This passes on the ‘rhetoric of pain, with bearing witness to that which has never been witnessed: with absence; and with the melancholy that arises from failed or faulted communication’ (Kalinich & Taylor, 2009, p. 163). The daughter passively does not question, or she might choose to turn away from the father and all he represents. In either case, she remains unknown, the dynamics unexamined, and she is distant and also absent from her own knowledge of self.

Jung described this as an unrecognized shadow, something within that is quite close but unknown. ‘The shadow is a living part of the personality and therefore wants to live with it in some form. It cannot be argued out of existence or rationalized into harmlessness’ (Jung, 1959, p. 44). When a father is emotionally distant and absent, a daughter’s early experiences of love come packaged with deprivation. Anxiety is connected with the anticipation of re-experiencing the father loss and his separation with its effects on her personality.

Without the foundation of a father, the daughter feels on edge, as if she’s falling into a crevasse, without security, and this feeling only hardens in adulthood. There is inner desperation and lack of self-acceptance. She cannot find fidelity to her rhythm, and she feels she does not really exist. There is a kind of barrier within herself and the world can become pointless.

The responsible father

An emotionally related and present father facilitates a daughter’s healthy energy and builds self-esteem. He is the other besides the mother figure with whom she establishes individuality. His consistency and support give a solid rhythm for life. He knows how to hug her, to attend to her emotions, to support her mind and foster self-care. Obviously, an adequate relationship with him provides acceptance, love, stability, discipline and self-strength and, when sufficient, gives her the confidence to express creative potential (Kavaler-Adler, 2000, p. 187). He is a doorway to the world and integral to developing identity. The increasing realization is that a father’s involvement throughout life affects the daughter and also the father. He is now recognized as important in children developing self-feeling, body connection, respect, care and an inner reflective, thoughtful and secure existence.

There is no question that fathers play an important part in their daughter’s lives. An involved father is crucial for psychological, behavioural and general health and wellbeing. Having a related father figure helps a daughter, as she needs his wisdom, experience, imparting of skills and kindly guidance. When fathers are actively present in a loving, nurturing relationship, daughters have greater self-confidence, perform better in school and are able to avoid risky behaviours.

A good father facilitates his daughter’s attempts to explore the environment and freely actualize herself. A father provides many possibilities for her being and supports the overthrow of restrictions that could be placed upon her or divert her individual originality. Her movement into the world is facilitated with his nurturance. Meaning-making comes with relationship to the father and depends on ‘the self-organizing emergent properties of the human mind but also on the daughter’s introduction to the world of social meanings through interpersonal relationship’ (Knox, 2004, p. 6).

Currently changing family structures and the loss of his former position opens the possibility of aliveness in the paternal function (Kalinich & Taylor, 2009, p. 192). The twenty-first-century father is in flux as by now he has acquired some societal and psychological expectations for his participation and emotional expressivity. Although receiving little attention in the past, the effect of the father figure has come to the forefront. Incrementally and more apparent in the current era, a father has become increasingly involved, emotional and active in the heart of the family rather than outside it.

His/story of lack

And still the figure of the father remains associated with repressions, misalignments and lack of development. This is a current story with a long history of lack. In the past, the importance of the father for his daughter was forgotten or denied. The deleterious effect on daughters, until relatively recently, remained insufficiently explored and generally ignored. In the father’s absence, the daughter becomes dominated by destructive impulses, cut off from her instincts. Her personality is rooted in his lack.

From this she learns self-doubts, her truthfulness waylaid in nameless disjunctions. When a daughter cannot exist safely and independently in the eyes of the father, it can bring about a dissociative denial of self-agency, a denial of self in relationship and fear of love (Knox, 2010, p. 137). Relationships feel like they have to be controlled; she becomes watchful of the other and loses touch with herself. Without sufficient emotional connection, a daughter’s subsequent attachments are shaped with distance, lack of trust and personal anxiety. Satisfaction in life is limited, adulthood feigned rather than fulfilled. Just as secure attachment shows the positive impact on daughters’ development, insecure attachment impacts development of the negative father complex. Girls whose early childhood is characterized by father absence can grow up on either extreme of demeaning or lauding the paternal.

Deprived of the alchemy of engagement with a father, even in therapy the daughter frequently does not quickly bring up or focus on him. He has been a blank space she can’t get close to. Or, the efforts to forget or ignore her feelings mask the effects of his absence, creating yet more absence. Perhaps he told her she was fine without him, or he was interested in her but not able to be there. She had to accept his absence but that did not mean he did not love her. So what did his absence mean? And in his absence how can she find love?

Being a father is not just a biological fact but has psychological and cultural implications. This chapter and the following ones are meant to graphically and tragically convey the deleterious effects on a daughter. ‘The repressed and neglected insist on being known. It means addressing the deficits that have neglected parts of the personality so the self-regulation of the psyche can begin to attend for healing’ (Stein, 1983, p. 68).

Consciousness is not linear but loops back to foster the imaginative in newly emergent ways. It takes the work and rewards from self-examination. Therapeutic work is an effort at broadening and deepening, a going towards inner reflection. It means realizing the complexity and wealth of what lies in the psyche and the richness possible between father and daughter. These stories describe, rather than rigidly define, the absent father problem with the aim of broadening possibilities, so consciousness increases and the situation alters to benefit both. They describe daughters working with the loss and absence to fill in themselves. ‘Man is nothing else than his plan; he exists only to the extent that he fulfils himself; he is therefore nothing else than the ensemble of his acts, nothing else than his life’ (Sartre, 2000, p. 32; quoted in Sahakian & Sahakian, 1966, p. 167). This lack propels the search through inner discoveries and is linked to society and culture, personal along with collective transformation, in the hope of creating her expansion.
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Chapter 2

Loss and longing
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Something I don’t understand was happening. What did she want, that woman who is me? What was happening … How can I explain it to you: suddenly the whole world that was me shriveled up in fatigue, I could no longer bear on my shoulders – what? – and was succumbing to a tension that I didn’t know had always been mine … the first signs of a landslide, of underground limestone caves, collapsing beneath the weight of stratified archeological layers … There must be someone who understands. And it’s inside myself that I must create that someone who will understand.

Clarise Lispector, The Passion According to G.H. (2012, p. 39)

How do we heal the father who is absent and has left holes in his daughter’s heart? A daughter may turn from her power or creativity, potential wasted, voice unheard. The desire for the father’s love becomes more insistent when listening to its residual of melancholy. Hailey, a patient, noted in therapy when talking about her father:

Not wanting to admit my father’s distance and lack of attention is really a fear of it being my issue not his. I fear judgment for the isolated life I’ve created and can’t seem to shake. Judgement I actually deserve. I hope I did not appear to blame my father today in therapy. I have just wanted to ignore distress, power through it and feel stronger for getting through on my own. Made me more self-reliant. The numbness was organic, only affecting me and so harmless to others. But, have I waited too late for help to really make an impact on me or the world?

This father was obviously not there to recognize her psychic aliveness. She was without his confirmation. Her grounding sunk and was never addressed. As she grows, the daughter needs connection with her father followed by his encouragement for timely separation and acknowledgement of their similarities and differences. The psychological interest shifts from similarity to difference and is a basis for meaningful relationships without the fear of loss of self (Knox, 2003, p. 181).

Hailey, always wishing for a father, dreamt of a father–daughter day. In the dream, she was happy but, upon awakening, found herself in tears. She remembered with a start how much he was not in her life and how little he knew her or she knew him. She recalled feeling nervous around him and fearful she would displease him, anticipating he would retaliate. She worried she had to be perfect so he would like her and come back. But, whenever she saw him, he took the limelight and she felt diminished. She could say nothing about her feelings and believed that verbalizing her wishes would anger him. Although hurt and disappointed she never addressed this or asked for anything. Through the years she relived the dream during daytime, and at night-time dreamed the dream over and over again, wishing for a father.

The father need encounters the lost foundations and experiences in a daughter’s memory. The longing for a father, for good attention and support, are never met and can prevent her from receiving and expressing pleasure. She internalizes failure, and any good is followed by bad. In other words, the good feeling does not last, and she does not know why. Should she give up her longings and desires, uncertain about wanting and wishing? The impotence and loss of direction or control of her life pains her, but she feels helpless against the physical pull of it (Hauke, 1995, p. 520).

The search for the father is connected to the search for herself. It resides in the places she does not yet know. At each stage of a daughter’s development the relationship with her father affects her sense of self. She re-experiences the loss of a father, the premature separation he imposed when he was not there, and she’s left with the anguish of unmet needs. The following quote relates to how Hailey, mentioned earlier, dealt with the depression and loss:

I love that [father] … but even more so I hate it; because I love it, and in order not to lose it, I imbed it in myself; but because I hate it, that other within myself is a bad self, I am bad, I am non-existent …

(Kristeva, 1988, p. 11)

This loss of self-orientation is reflected in a lack in the self and a lack in connections with others.

The father is ideally an anchor, giving the daughter a foundation, a solid point of reference. Yet when absent, her experiences of self are achieved against the background of loss. This influences how she does or does not cope with the inevitable vicissitudes experienced throughout life. When the father is absent, she is susceptible to the invasion of negative images and behaviours. She adopts various mechanisms to cope with what feels like an amorphous yet intolerable loss.

Perceiving and interpreting events is impossible without the lens of past experiences – that is how we function. The past contextualizes the present day and shapes perceptions, interpretations and emotional reactions. Some women say they felt loved by their father, especially when young. He might have been attentive then and idealized. Often he was projected onto due to his vacancy, emptiness and his just not being there. To compensate, the daughter created images of what she wanted him to be.

The magnitude of unravelling this comes out in the following quote. ‘The more extreme traumatically engendered condition is that in which any capacity to represent self-experience is ruptured: a state of paralysis in which even the blank impress is lost within a void’ (Connolly, 2011, p. 5). This describes the many-­layered and wounded places to be unlocked. Often the loss of father is so distressing the daughter just has to forget. The chronic loss of the father can be accompanied by a constant hum of anxiety. The stories of so many daughters swim in troubled waters. Their background is loaded with rifts, inconsistencies and uncertainties punctuating self-representation with internal injury and emotional destitution.

Disentangling these psychological knots is not easy, nor is the analysis smooth. It includes struggling through the impasses with their divisions, distortions and dissociations, the obfuscated but unresolved conflicts and longings. Those who just became dutiful daughters obliterate themselves, becoming ghosts, playing roles, just getting by.

An example

What wound did ever heal but by degrees

William Shakespeare, Othello (c. 1603), Act II, scene 3, line 377

Jade, a composite of many women, came to our initial therapy session outwardly well arranged, competent and polished. She revealed rather quickly and even flippantly she had no one close in her life; no one really knew her. Her partner was unemotional, distant and inaccessible. She knew he did not really see her. Friends knew her but distantly. Her family was what she called a ‘mess’. Specifically, she did not know her father as he left when she was three years old, an age when events and feelings can be recalled. Her parents divorced; she stayed with her mother; and her father rarely visited – until she again met him in her teens. And then all the repressed longing and needs, the emotionally distressing desires for a father over all the years of absence overwhelmed her. At that moment she just knew he felt the same; she knew they were simpatico. But he did not reciprocate her enthusiasm, and she recalled immense disappointment.

She never told him or anyone else about this. Rather, she threw herself into achieving. Ill-equipped to face the huge disappointment and loss of him yet again, she busied herself with school, activities and sports, striving to be the best at everything. She never stopped to feel or examine whether she did this in an attempt to be noticed by him or to divert her sorrow. Sheltered deeply within her, there remained a secret core no one could know. Jade made sure no one entered and was by herself there. Even when others perceived her as extremely competent, she needed someone to give her a sense of security, as she felt all was not solid within. She held many secrets behind the competent façade, hiding her frantic and anxious emotions, the shadows carefully managed and all neatly compartmentalized. Jade learned to draw a curtain over private moments, as her life became more of a story than a statement, never quite landing on the actual. In her mind she made her absent father into a father she excused because he said he cared. Now she was in knots wishing it – feelings, emotions, the whole situation – was not so bad, but then she had a hunch it was worse than she was willing to admit.

Within this, Jade lost her self, inch by inch. There is a treachery, a secret psychic death that begins in childhood when a child is unloved and unseen, the ‘I’ unnoticed. A centre of gravity that should be internalized becomes loosened and damaged. The residue leaves the absence of affirmation undermining the roots of her system.

The fantasy absent father impacted all areas of Jade’s life. To face another reality would change her world and she was not sure what this would mean. Meanwhile, the relationship with her partner was devoid of emotion. Work no longer satisfied her. The world felt uneven and she was frequently close to tears, an emotional state unfamiliar and hidden until now. She felt it was time to examine the issues she had put into a box and locked away years ago. She chose Jungian analytical therapy as a way to proceed on this journey.

It gradually became clear that the absent father experience repeated itself generation after generation in her family. Her father’s father died young. Her mother’s father just worked and made money. These fathers were bent on status, position and money, not home or family. No one paid attention to children who were raised to be seen, not heard; the stoic attitude prevailed. In adulthood Jade found herself drawn to those who were also emotionally unresponsive, replicating the fathers not there. Jung likened this repetition of the family pattern to psychological sin, or the curse of Atreus running through the generations. It reflected a lack of consciousness, an observant ego or assertion of choice (Jung, 1963, p. 192).

Jade is a portrait of the many women walking through these pages, sobbing in emotional tatters or numb to the reality of their father’s absence, uncertain how to emerge from the pool of sorrow into themselves. They are not to see and no one else is either. Their insides are under lock and key.

Through fantasies of introjection and identification, the ‘lost object’ is taken into the psyche, where it takes up a new intrapsychic life. This is the irony of human development: The ‘acceptance of loss’ in the external world is met with a corresponding recreation of the object in the internal world.

(Lear, 2014, p. 473–74)

The internalized loss seeks conscious recognition if it is to encounter and then work to transform the repressed and undeveloped needs.

Longing, as defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, is a strong persistent desire, especially for something unattainable or distant. It is related to hunger, wish, yearning, pining. From the early emotional and relational wounds with the absent father, dependency is thwarted and there is no point in hoping and nothing that can be imagined. With little knowledge of a personal father, Jade coped with her longing by adopting collective standards and ideas. She is a daughter of the overarching father/patriarchal ruler made stronger without a personal father being present. In similar instances, some women protect themselves by withdrawing. Or some adopt the father way in a hyper-power attitude. Or, like Jade, through their intellect and achievement, they build successful professional lives but cut off all emotion or intimacy.

Jade dreamt she was in a mechanistic painting with gears and gadgets. She was unable to reach the man she loved. The dream recurred for years. It represented her search for self, other and father. A colourless dream, it left her with much frustration and longing and the feeling of being loveless. Longing is often accompanied by emotions of shame, wrath, terror and aloneness. Longing expresses the pain from wanting love so much it can seem like an ache in the soul. The loss felt immense and had to be denied while the intensity of the emotion paradoxically descended to her core. The loss of the father fundamentally affects the structuring of the human psyche (Kohon, 1999, p. 143). Longing is a primal need that arises from the depths of the unconscious to the conscious. When we long, we search for inclusion, acceptance and love. This emotion is like an alchemical fire burning the superfluities to ash. Longing is a spark and impetus to get through the fire.

The father’s qualities populate a daughter’s interior world and affect her exterior world, socially and culturally. That is why each personal journey, like those described here, has collective ramifications. The early limbic-system contact with parents shapes character, laying down the wiring for emotional habits and patterns of connecting, greatly influencing the nature of what we bring to all subsequent relationships, depending on how nurturing or toxic these formative relationships have been. ‘The outcome of a woman’s struggle to feel psychologically and socially whole and integrated and diversified is, to a great extent, fashioned with the father/daughter relationship’ (Samuels, 1993, p. 151). Yet, in example after example, the daughter is left with a blank space where a father should be. Sometimes she has nothing to say about him, emotions are so deadened, and for so long, there has been no response.

Daughters go through much twisting and turning to find themselves. Fathers are responsible for the emotional wellbeing of their daughters, and without their emotional interplay, the loss and absence beg to be filled, creating the energy needed to move the ponderous weight of lack (Samuels, 1985, p. 10). The father’s absence impacts the daughter’s personality and affects the subjective inner representational world. A daughter might deny her needs by providing for her father as he coaxes sympathy from her, wanting to be doted on and obeyed. Or she might identify with him as a way of attaching to him, but this might mean she takes on his failures and anxieties as well. In essence, her desires have been too narrowly framed or replaced with seeds of refusal. In analysis, the process calls for deactivating and untangling enigmatic, often disturbing and sometimes more terrifying, experiences than the daughter would like to recall. The issue is particularly complex as father absence overrides everything else; she becomes too diminished and the father power given too much authority, especially when unknown.

Examining loss leads to a recapitulation of early experiences, activating feelings and emotions. Father absence is a psychological, emotional, physical and cultural loss. Hardly mourned, it has been taken for granted. How does the daughter mourn what she never had and what generally went unacknowledged? She might find herself hating the absent father, the attachment that was no attachment at all. She might sink into a bitter depression. A sadness permeates and points to the wounded areas where she feels unacceptable and afflicted with fundamental flaws. For her, the paternal presence and experience of being seen or having good resonance remains barren. ‘For an individual to come to be, she needs freedom from certain internal and external tyrannies’ (Lear, 1990, p. 23).

The conflict between needs for closeness and also for differentiation require the self to struggle with itself and with the other (Solomon, 2007, p. 245). But this is difficult when a true and vital part of herself was not reflected in a father’s eyes. Generations of fathers who had trouble developing and maintaining loving relationships with their daughters also never had affectionate relationships with their own fathers. The fatherless fathers whose fathers showed them little love are unconsciously repeating these experiences. This loss is what many identify, as it is sadly a common story. The father is still not recognized as a definite figure of relatedness, although he is often glorified, with the rationale he did his best and so is blameless. Keeping this picture intact, whether accurate or not, a daughter has to deny the problems and accept the disappointments, losses and longings.

Insufficient father nurturance creates guilt, sorrow and betrayal. The father absence brings a shattering of essential experiences. The daughter faces obstacles to accessing either aggression or desire – two components necessary for knowing herself and for developing her talents, thereby denying her creative impetus and creating various psychological fallout.

The pursuit of a father with its attendant emotions and feelings illustrates how much has been missing. This is starkly replicated when looking for information about fathers and daughters. Relatively little in the popular literature contains an internal or thoughtful perspective. Sometimes there is a surface or behavioural focus, but no acknowledgement of the intricacies and complexities of the dynamics between daughters and fathers. Often there are references to what a daughter can do to make it better. The simplified attitudes reflect a neglect of the complex layers composing the daughter–father relationship.

Collective lack

As British Jungian analyst Andrew Samuels contends, paternal deficits affect generational, cultural and psychological expansion and limit movement from narrowed roles (1993, p. 153). When the father figure remains a blank space, in this tunnel of darkness living communication with him is blocked. The daughter is denied a vital link for her separate identity and equality with a father. When as an adult, he apologizes for not being present, but makes it all about himself as he could do nothing else, he still remains absent. This leaves a daughter to deal with the residual emotions of anger and dismay, feeling betrayed and abandoned, hesitant, without sufficient care or attention. Most of all, she lacked a father who knew how to model connection to her own self. In such a scenario she carries a ponderous residue from his absence while the father remains unconscious.

Psychological literature on father absence, although increasing, has still given the role of the father short shrift. This represents a collective failure with unfortunate consequences. To add to the pervasive denial of attention to the father–daughter conundrum, psychological analytical theorists have been limited because of their own and their fathers’ shadows. Freudian thought assigned the father a major role, although Freud as well as Jung noted difficulties in relationships with their fathers. The ideology and cultural overlay concentrating on women-centred child-rearing and absent fathers has also unconsciously biased and strengthened the patriarchal status quo of father absence.

For example, Jung wrote one essay in Collected Works, which appears in Volume 4 (1961) and is entitled ‘The significance of the father in the destiny of the individual’, with only small mention of the daughter. There are symbolic and mythological references throughout Jung’s writings and references to the archetypes of the father and the daughter. However, little attention is paid specifically to the daughter with an emotionally met and fulfilling relationship to the father. This is all the more surprising as Jung had four daughters yet wrote so little about this relationship. We could excuse this, saying he had other issues to focus on, but this is the usual reason daughters are relegated to the background. Likewise, this fact reveals the predominant focus of Western society and its history, leaving the daughter and the absent father largely unaddressed.

The absence of his own father is one of the significant aspects said to have propelled Jung into his deeper researches into the unconscious. His story parallels the many daughters experiencing the absent father. From an early age, Jung reported a feeling of hollowness from his father who was a minister but without spiritual belief. This left him with questions both unexpressed and unanswered, an empty space the father could not fill for Jung or himself. Religious discussions between them were reported as unsatisfactory as Jung’s father advised him to not think and just believe. In contrast to this dictum and from the lack of guidance and feeling, Jung recognized he must find his own experiences (Dunne, 2015, p. 18). The absence of his father later fuelled the search, resulting in Jung’s theories of the archetypes, the collective unconscious and the prolific symbolism of the psyche contained in religion, history, myth and fairy tales. There he found the deeper answers his father could not provide. In fact, Jung took the unresolved lack of belief from his father and made the reality of the psyche the goal of his life (Nagy, 1991, p. 12). In essence, the absence of his father emotionally and spiritually fuelled Jung’s deeper searches into the psyche, with effects both personal and collective.

A complex set of dynamics arises from father absence. The detriments from his absence throughout the generations set up patterns that have not been fully realized. Collective history and personal narratives contain complex wounds, internal splits, fractured selves and the psychological journey arrested. Examining what is problematic can lead to the possible, much like the alchemical phoenix rising from the nigredo or decomposition, creating the ashes.

Here I emphasize the importance of the father as both an outer and an inner object in the daughter’s development (Samuels, 1989, pp. 66ff). His absence creates confusion. What is expected to be there is not. The avoidance of loss and longing occludes awareness of what a daughter wants and needs. Only through an intricate process can she sort out the truth from the fiction, the real from the imaginary.

By engaging with the absence, the position of the father no longer cuts off her identity, limiting feelings and actions. Healing requires dealing with the longings, sorrows and losses. Although the wounds from the absence of father scar, once understood and integrated, gradually they become a source for development. The process changes the daughter’s identity from one of being without to being with, from lack to fulfilment, from unconscious to conscious.

Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave

My heart into my mouth. I love your majesty

According to my bond, no more nor less.

Cordelia from King Lear (Act I, Scene I)
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Father desire, father wounds
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I am not what I seem. Seeming is but a garment I wear – a care-woven garment that protects me from thy questionings and thee from my negligence. The ‘I’ in me, my friend, dwells in the house of silence, and therein it shall remain for ever more, unperceived, unapproachable.

Kahlil Gibran, The Madman: His Parables and Poems

A woman dreamt she was to take care of her father. The meaning of this one line depends on the dreamer and can connote many things about the relationship to her father. Why is she to take care of him? What does the dreamer desire and what are the implied wounds? Why is the dream so succinct and without embellishment? The dream implies the question of which father – the internalized father, the personal father, the father complex or archetype?

Myth of father wounding

The father figure is innate in the psyche and is also made up of introjected experiences with the personal father and cultural ideology. As in the following story from the Old Testament (Judges 11:37–40), it is obvious fathers harm their daughters by being unconscious.

Jephthah, a leader in Israel, had vowed to sacrifice whoever ‘comes forth from the doors of my house to meet me’, if the Lord would deliver the Ammonites to him to smote. Having defeated them, he returned home and his daughter came out to greet him. When Jephthah saw her and realized what he had done, he was distraught with grief, but immediately ‘blamed the victim’, reproaching his daughter for being the one whom he saw first, rather than blaming himself for the vow he had made:

She was his only child; he had no son or daughter except her. When he saw her, he tore his clothes and said ‘Alas, my daughter! You have brought me very low; you have become the cause of great trouble to me. For I have opened my mouth to the Lord, and I cannot take back my vow’.

It seems again the father was unaware of his daughter, unable or unwilling to see or perceive her or her whereabouts, quite like in the fairytales I later cite. When Jephthah’s daughter heard of her father’s vow, she responded with dignity and restrained anger. She accepted her fate, but on her own terms:

She said to him, ‘My father, if you have opened your mouth to the Lord, do to me according to what has gone out of your mouth, now that the Lord has given you vengeance against your enemies, the Ammonites’.

Modern writers object to the daughter’s passive acceptance of her death, wishing she had objected to her father’s vow. In the context of the times, however, Jephthah had to sacrifice her and she had to accept her fate. Her father made a promise on behalf of his people, and he believed God had accepted the promise, giving him victory in return. Now the promise had to be honoured despite the terrible cost, and the daughter knew and accepted this.

But is it possible she knew in advance about her father’s vow and deliberately came out of the house first? Could the daughter have taken the place intended for someone else in order to show her father the terrible injustice of his action? The daughter’s reaction to her fate is shown by what she did. ‘And she said to her father “Let this thing be done for me: grant me two months, so that I may go and wander on the mountains, and bewail my virginity, my companions and I”’. She preferred to spend the last days of her life with her friends, not with the father whose ambition and foolish vow caused her death. In her last days, she wanted the company of those she could trust.
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