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idea that it is Norman in Mother’s clothing and we assume it is Mother herself. Sec-
ondly, even if you choose to look at them as one character, it is still the Mother side
of Norman who does the murdering. Thinking of Mother as a separate entity is vital
to the understanding of how the movie depicts women or, in Mother’s case, Woman
as murderer.

Justas Lila is “frigid yet socially acceptable woman,” and Marion is “lawbreaking-
sexual/sensual gender role defying woman,” Mother also creates a picture of women
for the viewer: that of “castrating murderous woman.” In her illuminating article,
Barbara Creed lays out several reasons that point to the concept of castrating mother,
the most obvious of which is that Mother is “a harsh moralist” and in this sense she
is “a castrating maternal figure” (Creed 142). She castrates Norman by way of deny-
ing him the ability to participate in sexual thoughts/actions. What we find, however,
is that while Norman is symbolically castrated, it is Marion who is literally, read
biologically, castrated by Mother.

In the Webster’s Dictionary, the second definition of ‘castrate’ is ‘to deprive of the
ovaries’ (178). The only camera shot of knife to skin in the movie is during the
shower scene murder of Marion; as the camera focuses in on Marion’s womb, Mother’s
knife comes into frame, stabbing at the right side of Marion (as we look at her),
directly where her ovaries are. Mother does not discriminate in her castrating but,
rather, seeks to deny everyone of their sexual capabilities, whether it be psychologi-
cally or physically.

Contrary to popular theoretical belief, it is my contention that Mother is the
voyeur who looks at Marion through the peephole. After the close-up shot of Norman’s
eyeball (or what we may assume is Norman’s eyeball) watching Marion undress, he
runs out of the motel and up toward the house on the hill. When ‘Norman’ enters
the house, however, a strange thing occurs. Just before he ascends the flight of stairs
that lead to the upper level, he stops, almost as if “he” has changed his mind. After a
pregnant pause by Norman, the sequence shows him walk into the kitchen and sit
down art the table in a nervous posture. Why else would Norman start to run up-

* stairs, where Mother’s clothing resides, if he was not really Mother wanting to get into
costume? It is obvious that something clicks in “his” head that makes him not con-
tinue toward his original intention. Even the psychologist at the end of the film tells
the viewer that Norman slips in and out of being Mother with “great ease.”

Nevertheless, there are more important reasons to see Mother as the voyeur. In the
camera shot of Norman’s back as he takes the painting off the wall to reveal the
peephole, the mise-en-scene frames his figure with stuffed birds. Earlier in the film,
Norman draws a direct parallel between Mother and his hobby by saying, . . . but
[Mother] is as harmless as one of those stuffed birds.” The painting itself is Susanna
and the Elders, a piece which Creed claims, “points to a mans voyeurism and desire to
punish woman for her supposed sexual sins [my italics]” (Creed 146). Creed asserts
the significance of the painting to the film, assuming that Norman is doing the
looking; “Before removing it from the wall, Norman stares for a moment at this
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painting, as if the scene it portrayed matched his own private phantasy [sic]” (Creed
146). Bur if it is Mother looking at the painting, this pause has a quite different
meaning. Mother is looking at the painting, probably contemplating its depiction of
women. Some feminist theorists have argued that the posture of the woman painted
in Susanna and the Elders suggests that she is flirting and sexual; T would assert that
she is depicted in a way that suggests to the misogynist that she deserves to be at-
tacked. Women, too, can be misogynist and Mother is an example of such, her
misogyny being fed by the sexist painting; she thinks that Marion, similar to Susanna,
is seducing Norman with her untamed sexual prowess and she must be eliminated
not only to save him, but, more importantly, to save patriarchy from dangerous
sexual women.

Marion, lawbreaking and sexual, is punished by another woman, a Mother. It is
not simply patriarchy that is disquieted by Marion’s subversive actions, but it is also
women who are constructed by patriarchy who also feel the need to eliminace her
because she is a threat to dominate ideology. In addition, not only is it a woman who
kills another woman for her crimes against male dominated society, but it is woman-
proper. Or in other words, it is the biological characteristic which defines women as
woman, namely the ability of motherhood, that does the killing. Thus, not only is
Mother domineering and controlling as the mother of Norman, but, as misogynist
woman-proper, she is a symbol of what it is to be female (motherhood as the essence
of woman) disciplining those women who step outside of their gender/sexual roles.
It is Mother, who knows best, who looks at Marion undress and is disturbed by her
sexual aura. It is Mother who peers at her, the object of her son’s sexual desire, and
sees Marion as a threat to her son and a threat to patriarchy. It is Mother who wit-
nesses pleasure irrespective of men in the form of female masturbation. It is the
female, Mother, who desires to eliminate this example of her own kind for circum-
venting the system.

By the end of the film, we feel horrible that Norman has been victimized by Mother.
He is an extremely sympathetic character and we feel that Mother has dominated
him and has taken advantage of Norman’s love and dedication for her. She has com-
pletely taken over Norman’s body and mind; he is now Mother encased in Norman's
body. In short, the final thought we are left with concerning Mother is that she is
nothing less than a demon who created a demon; as Creed puts it, he is, “the psy-
chotic killer son as the product of an over possessive mother” (my italics, Creed 139).
Psycho gives us “evidence” of the consequence of woman having the power of the
phallus; “when left without a husband, the ‘true’ representative of the law, the mother
is incapable of exercising authority wisely” (Creed 150). A Mother without a patri-
arch to guide her is no Mom at all.

Marion also gives us an example of what is assumed to occur if women get the
power of the phallus. Marion’s appropriation of patriarchal power is condemned
more than Mother’s because Marion actively steals the phallus/money/power, as op-
posed to Mother who inherited the phallus at the demise of her husband and her
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marriage within patriarchy. Marion, who turns the weapon of patriarchy back on
itself by defying male authority, and is a sexual being without the help of a man, is
murdered for doing so. This, too, is a warning: women are incapable of handling the
power of the phallus, and, oh by the way, even if you try to handle it, you will be
eliminated for your crimes against the dominant ideology. In addition, there will
always be a trusty patriarch, personified in this movie by the psychologist, to set the
record straight with the hand of authority and to regain the phallus from the hysteri-
cal women—to remind us of just what our world view should be, with no exceptions.

[t is interesting to note that Psycho, one of most widely known and acclaimed
cinematic enterprises to date, is not only misogynist, but displays specific misogynist
acts of women toward women. Each female character in the movie shows her con-
tempt for another woman: Lila’s distaste for Marion because she is “the bad girl”
shown in the hardware scene, Marion’s distaste for Mother because of the way she
talks to Norman, as exemplified in the parlor scene, and Mother’s hate for Marion in
that she is a threat to patriarchy, a hate she eventually kills for. It is strikingly power-
ful to have women condemn their own kind; in fact, getting people to condemn
their own is a rule of thumb for propaganda. In this way, Psycho is a propaganda film.
It offers up three major depictions of women: (1) woman as cold and asexual, (2)
woman as lawbreaker, and (3) woman as murderer, the first being the only type of
woman that patriarchy allows to exist. The film outlines for women the proper way
for women to ‘act (Lila), shows women that if they step outside of their proper roles
they will be eliminated (Marion), and cons women into believing that proper moth-
erhood depends on the presence of a male.

The message from the Master Hitchcock is clear: women—agree to control your-
selves and we'll give you the tools to do it.
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