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This is a difficult book to read. Ob-
servations are strung together,

heaped upon each other helter-skelter
without allowing the reader to reflect
on what has been said, or to discern
whether any real progress has been
made or whether — as I believe is the
case — the same argument is being re-
peated over and again.

The argument in question is that, in
the heyday of Freudian analysis, women
were devalued. They were character-
ized as frigid or hysterical. They were
exhorted to marry and rear children,
and any other course in life was dispar-
aged. Freudian theory glorified the re-
ceptive, passive woman and the active,
“phallic” male.

This thesis, of course, is not new,
and presumably it reflects not Freud
per se so much as the Zeitgeist of his
era. Metzl’s point is that the current
biological revolution in North Ameri-
can psychiatry, in which Freud is
thought old hat and most ills are ex-
plained in terms of wayward genes and
receptor affinities, is no better as far as
women are concerned. He focuses
mainly on the drugs (the public face of
biological psychiatry) that treat anxiety
and depression, using for evidence
pharmaceutical advertisements, repro-
ductions of which are sprinkled
throughout the book. 

The author does not describe how
he set about making his selection, but
in his examples the doctors are always
male and the patients mainly female.
We are shown more than one adver-
tisement in which a menacing-looking
woman (meant, in Metzl’s interpreta-
tion, to appear “feminist”) is “tamed”
by Valium. We see a woman with two

children illustrating the power of
Zoloft and, by association, the power
of motherhood. One example from
1970 is an advertisement for Valium
entitled “35, single and psychoneu-
rotic.” An Effexor ad from 2001 de-
picts a woman playing with her child
under the caption, “The goal is recov-
ery.” (That is, motherhood is equiva-
lent to “recovery.”) Cap-
sules of various sorts
are photographed in a
manner that Metzl
describes as decidedly
phallic; these are
“capsules that demand
respect.”

All of this could
have made for an
amusing look at the
use of gender stereo-
types in various adver-
tising campaigns (and
not only for pharma-
ceutical products), but
this book is not meant
to be amusing. 

Metzl’s intent is to
show that pharmaceuti-
cal companies and the
physicians who pre-
scribe their products
are perpetuating the
view of women that Freud first es-
poused; therefore, the anti-Freud bio-
logical revolution in psychiatry has
achieved no revolution at all. More-
over, the baby has been thrown out
with the bathwater: the personal physi-
cian–patient relationship embodied in
psychodynamic psychotherapy has
turned into the stale pill–patient rela-
tionship of today without in the least

changing the power imbalance between
patient and physician or the devaluation
of strong women that has always ex-
isted, in Metzl’s view, in psychiatry.

As it stands, this book is neither con-
vincing nor amusing, although many of
the illustrations are cute. References to
the psychiatric literature abound, and
there are many footnotes. Having de-
cided on his argument, the author mar-
shals all the evidence he can to support
it, but he seems to have done so too
hastily. Many of the sentences are im-
possible to understand, and their se-
quence is not always clear. 

Metzl is an assistant professor of
psychiatry and women’s studies and the

director of the program in culture,
health and medicine at the Uni-

versity of Michigan. He is on
the faculty of the Robert

Wood Johnson Clinical
Scholars and Bioethics

Program and is an
assistant research

scientist at the Insti-
tute for Research on

Women and Gender at
the University of Michi-

gan. Unfortunately, al-
though his book is well
intentioned, it is not co-
herent. Nor does it man-
age to put modern biolog-
ical psychiatry on the

couch in the sense of an-
alyzing it in depth.

Metzl’s message is
this: if you think bio-
logical psychiatry is
any less biased

against women than Freudian psychia-
try was, think again. Science does not
operate in a value-free context. This is
an important message, but it could
have been more thoughtfully and con-
vincingly delivered.

Mary V. Seeman
Centre for Addiction and Mental Health
Toronto, Ont.
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