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The Nature of Duality in Psycho

Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho was released in June of 1960. The black and white film based on Robert Bloch’s novel was shot between November 1959 and February 1960. The storyline follows secretary, Marion Crane, as she steals $40,000 from her employer and after checking into the vacant Bates Motel, is murdered by proprietor Norman Bates, a transvestite who suffers from split personality disorder. When analyzing the film from various critical perspectives, it is evident that the film is about the nature of duality. 

From an historical perspective, Psycho describes the cultural and economic divisions in American society in the post-World War II era. Alfred Hitchcock’s opening scene with Marion Crane and her lover, Sam Loomis, having a post-coital argument during her lunch hour at a “cheap hotel” (Stefano) highlights the dichotomy between the cultural expectations of sex within the confines of marriage versus the all too common reality of premarital sex as Marion declares she “[hasn’t] even been married once yet” (Stefano) and that she and Sam should “go get married” (Stefano). The 1950’s in America were thought to be a time of conformity and sexual modesty. However, “in 1953 Sexual Behavior in the Human Female by Alfred Kinsey, the first major study of American women's sexual practices, was published...(Sex 274). Kinsey shattered preconceived notions of sexual morality by suggesting that “premarital and extra-marital sex… were much more common than people wanted to believe” (273-274) when he published “that half of the women were no longer virgins when they married [and that] among married women, about one fourth had committed adultery by age forty” (274). Equally important, after World War II, the United States stood “at the top of global politics and economics” (Phillips 65). The expanding middle class that was fostered by the post-WWII economic boom also created a culture defined by “conspicuous consumption, the purchase of large, flashy, new products as a means of defining cultural status” (66), which is evident through protagonist Marion Crane’s interaction with a brash, wealthy client at the real estate agency where she works. The client boasts that spending “forty thousand dollars, cash... ain't buying happiness, that's buying off unhappiness [from] that penniless punk [his daughter is] marryin'...” (Stefano). Caught in this prevailing culture where “wedding bliss and a normal life are attainable only through the accumulation of money” (Phillips 73), Marion leaves her office, packs and escapes the city with the now stolen money. She stops at a used car lot to trade in her current vehicle where the salesman understands that Marion is simply “sick of the sight of [her car]!” (Stefano) and quickly suggests that she “look around for something that strikes [her] eyes” (Stefano), which captures that the “automobile, especially in the ostentatious period of the late 1950’s, was a prime example of conspicuous consumption” (Phillips 69). Further, it is through this sequence of events that Psycho portrays the exodus of the white middle class from urban cities to suburban communities in the 1950’s. Sam alludes to this as he voices his desire to find “a private island for sale, where [he and Marion] can run around…  [with] the wherewithal to buy what [he'd] like” (Stefano) and is a sentiment that Marion later echoes. En route to California to find Sam and a better future, Marion ends up at the Bates Motel where she meets her demise at the hands of Norman Bates, dressed in his dead mother’s clothes. Norman Bates is “based on the real-life exploits of serial murderer Ed Gein, a crazed farm boy from Plainfield, Wisconsin, who was arrested for homicide on November 16, 1957” (Meehan 182). Norman’s taxidermy and collection of birds hint at Gein’s collection of “body parts that he made into a bizarre anatomical keepsake” (Meehan). Finally, like Norman, Gein was also a transvestite. However, rather than dressing in his mother’s clothes, Gein “liked to dress up in a 'woman suit' made from preserved human skin” (Meehan 182). By depicting these dueling visions of American culture, Psycho clearly reflects the divisions in American society in the post-World War II era.

From a feminist critical perspective, Psycho reflects an imbalance of power between male and female characters, yet seemingly veers from cultural perceptions of women in a patriarchal society as inferior by presenting resilient female characters. In the opening scene of the film, Marion Crane, portrayed by Janet Leigh, is shown on a bed in her bra and slip. She has apparently just had sex with her boyfriend, Sam Loomis, who hovers over her on the bed. This scene subtly establishes the patriarchal society Marion is ensconced in. However, Marion is clearly a woman in control of her sexuality as she declares that she is ending their sexual affair, but she and Sam “can see each other; [they] can even have dinner... but respectably” (Stefano). Further advancing the impression of female empowerment is the stage direction that “[Marion] stares at [Sam], surprised at his willingness to continue the affair on her terms, as girls are so often surprised when they discover men will continue to want them even after the sexual bait has been pulled in” (Stefano). Marion is further empowered as she bypasses traditional gender roles that hail men as providers and assumes economic control of her situation by stealing $40,000 from her employer in order to marry her boyfriend, Sam, who has thus far refused to marry her due to his economic woes. Marion “displays bold initiative in stealing the money and remarkable assertiveness in the face of various leering males she encounters” (Phillips 75); however, Marion’s subsequent murder with a knife, an obvious phallic symbol, seemingly contradicts the female empowerment that has thus far been presented and serves to silence Marion’s self-empowerment by reasserting male dominance. Marion’s nudity highlights the “phallic” intrusion while simultaneously addressing the idea that, conventionally, women are more vulnerable when exposed. Quickly reviving the notion of empowerment, however, is Marion’s sister, Lila, who “is largely asexual, and even when forced to play the part of Sam’s wife, it is Lila who is the more assertive and aggressive in their investigation” (75).  Lila’s assertiveness coincides with the views of feminist author Tania “Modleski [who] finds that male authority is subtly questioned in Hitchcock's films” (Abbott). Psycho also highlights this aspect via the duality of the mother as being both a silent yet powerful entity. Although Mrs. Bates is a mummified corpse that is confined to the home and so must rely on the male character to speak for her, male dominance is still “undercut by a clear, subversive message which gives women spectators a foothold from which to resist assimilation into patriarchal systems” (Abbot). This notion is highlighted by the split personality Norman shares with his mother and the power she is able to wield over him. Certainly, the domineering mother is by no means a feminist vision of a matriarch, but it nonetheless acquiesces to the assertion that the mother does hold a position of power. This notion is further strengthened by the end of the film which has Mrs. Bates, even in Norman’s body, resisting male control as she assumes complete control. Thus, these dueling views of women in patriarchal society allow a feminist reading of Psycho.
From a Marxist critical perspective, Psycho can most appropriately be construed as propagandizing. Alfred Hitchcock’s intent is to persuade his core audience of young, American, Hitchcock fans in 1960 to identify with the two main characters, Marion Crane and Norman Bates, despite their shortcomings. Each aspect of the film, from the secrecy on set to the publicity, was carefully a controlled production. In fact, Hitchcock required that the film be seen from the beginning, which resorted to “security guards [being] employed at theatres to prevent people from entering the cinema after the movie had started” (Wilshire 133). Such tactics were necessary to ensure “viewers didn't arrive after the murder of Marion, played by the film's purported star, Janet Leigh” (Wilshire 133), which was of utmost importance given Hitchcock’s desire that “the spectator [become] the chief protagonist, uniting in himself all the characters” (Nevins 155). From the onset, the scenes in the film are initially captured through Marion Crane’s perspective, whereby “everything is done to encourage the spectator to identify with Marion” (Nevins 151). Janet Leigh’s beauty and star-power are clearly utilized to make it easier for the audience to focus on Marion’s economic struggle and her desire for domestic bliss, which also plays on the American audience’s values. Alfred Hitchcock’s cinematic technique via  “the staging of each scene, the use of subjective technique, the way in which each subsidiary character is presented through Marion’s eyes, [and] Bernard Herrmann’s music… all serve to involve [the audience] in Marion’s condition”(Nevins 152), for it is through Marion that the audience is able to “lose all power of rational control, and discover how easily a ‘normal’ person can lapse into a condition of neurosis” (Nevins 152). Likewise, it is through Marion’s shocking murder that “Hitchcock brilliantly manipulates the viewer, so that they now transfer their allegiance to the murderer” (Wilshire 135) as Norman becomes the central character. Hitchcock’s decision to cast Anthony Perkins, who was “being groomed as the next James Dean” (Breslow), to portray Norman, rather than the “middle-aged, pudgy mama's boy, obsessed with Nazis” (Breslow) depicted in Robert Bloch’s novel was also intended to make it more palatable and thus “possible for the viewer to sympathize with Norman, while believing that this hideous crime appears to have been committed by his deranged mother” (Wilshire 135). Hitchcock explains that “you gradually build up the psychological situation, piece by piece, using the camera to emphasize first one detail, then another. The point is to draw the audience right inside the situation instead of leaving them to watch it from the outside, from a distance” (Wilshire 132) in order to both terrify the audience as well as wielding power over the audience to identify with the main characters. Hence, the meticulous attention to cinematic detail coupled with an astounding musical score intends to lead the audience toward accepting the nature of duality by subtly steering the audience towards sympathy and identification with both Marion Crane and Norman Bates.

When examining Psycho from a psychoanalytical perspective, it becomes apparent that Norman Bates unconsciously longs for the mother he murdered. In order to compensate for the isolation he feels in his mother’s absence, Norman mummifies her body, but “that still [isn't] enough…  So he [begins] to think and speak for her, [give] her half his life, so to speak” (Stefano). By mummifying and caring for her corpse as well as taking on her persona, Norman  attempts to revive rather than replace his mother, and thus “[denies] reality by means of his fantasy; he [transforms] it to suit his own purposes and to fulfill his own wishes” (Freud 73). Norman endured an unconventional childhood that left him fatherless and secluded with a “mother [who] was a clinging, demanding woman... and for years the two of them lived as if there was no one else in the world” (Stefano). This upbringing left him essentially unable to function without her. Norman’s bedroom and awkward demeanor make it clear that he remains in an underdeveloped childlike state, or what Lacan refers to as the “Imaginary.” According to Lacan, the “child begins in a state of oneness with its mother…” (Kolker 147), and relative to this idea, Norman never completes Lacan’s notion of “the Oedipal process as the child’s inevitable entry into the world of language—the language of the father, the dominant male voice” (147). Admittedly, Norman “was already dangerously disturbed, had been ever since his father died” (Stefano), but his need to reconcile this self-inflicted trauma of having murdered his mother and her lover has left him in a state where he is “half mother, half Norman, a bisexual who has left both the Real and Symbolic realms behind, folded in on himself, and become psychotic” (148). Consequently, because Norman “only half-[exists] to begin” (Stefano) with, and because he was “pathologically jealous” (Stefano) of his mother’s relationships and “assumed she was as jealous of him” (Stefano), every time Norman experiences sexual desire he experiences an external rather than internal struggle where he “[projects] his own conscience outside of himself and he is now yelling at himself from the position of the (m)Other” (151). This is evidenced by the outrageous arguments between Norman and “Mrs. Bates.” Furthermore, Mrs. Bates murder weapon, a knife, underscores that Norman has been castrated, for it is Mrs. Bates that wields this phallic symbol and it is she who evidently assumes control of his body as Norman ceases to exist. Thus the warring personalities depicted exemplify the nature of duality.

By continually referencing the division in seemingly stable conditions, director Alfred Hitchcock paints a poignant picture of potential for corruptibility in any given environment. Therefore, after examining Psycho from historical, feminist, Marxist, and psychoanalytical critical perspectives, it is evident that the film emphasizes duality as its central theme. 
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